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We should not... conclude from this that politics and religion have a common 
object among us, but that in the beginning stages of nations the one serves as 
an instrument of the other. 

—Jean-Jacques Rousseau 


Men make their own history, but they do not make it just as they please; they 
do not make it under circumstances chosen by themselves, but under 
circumstances directly found, given and transmitted from the past. 

—Karl Marx 


And, topping democracy, this most alluring record, that it alone can bind, and 
ever seeks to bind, all nations, all men, of however various and distant lands, 
into a brotherhood, a family. It is the old, yet ever-modern dream of earth, out 
of her eldest and her youngest, her fond philosophers and poets.... For I say 
at the core of democracy, finally, is the religious element. All the religions, old 
and new, are there. 

—Walt Whitman 


Christianity has functioned for the normative self-understanding of 
modernity as more than a mere precursor or a catalyst. Egalitarian 
universalism, from which sprang the ideas of freedom and social solidarity, of 
an autonomous conduct of life and emancipation, of the individual morality of 
conscience, human rights, and democracy, is the direct heir to the Judaic ethic 
of justice and the Christian ethic of love. This legacy, substantially unchanged, 
has been the object of continual critical appropriation and reinterpretation. To 
this day, there is no alternative to it. And in light of the current challenges of a 
postnational constellation, we continue to draw on the substance of this 
heritage. Everything else is just idle postmodern talk. 


-Jurgen Habermas 



Throughout the nineteenth century, theorists of democracy found it quite 
natural to discuss whether one country or another was “fit for democracy.” 
This thinking changed only in the twentieth century, with the recognition that 
the question itself was wrong: A country does not have to be deemed fit for 
democracy; rather, it has to become fit through democracy. 

—Amartya Sen 


Secularists are wrong when they aslc believers to leave their religion at the door 
before entering into the public square. Frederick Douglass, Abraham Lincoln, 
William Jennings Bryan, Dorothy Day, Martin Luther King—indeed, the 
majority of great reformers in American history—were not only motivated by 
faith, but repeatedly used religious language to argue for their cause. So to say 
that men and women should not inject their “personal morality” into public 
policy debates is a practical absurdity. Our law is by definition a codification of 
morality, much of it grounded in the Judeo-Christian tradition. 

—Barack Hussein Obama 



Preface 


This book was written during difficult times. While the basic para¬ 
meters and arguments were first conceived in the aftermath of n 
September 2001, the critical questions that spawned my interest in 
this topic have been percolating in my mind for most of my adult life. 
They were given greater impetus in the lead up to and aftermath 
of the United States-led invasion and occupation of Iraq and 
Afghanistan. The new American foreign policy thrust to promote, 
at least rhetorically, liberal democracy in the Muslim world also 
gave this project a pressing new relevance. 

Fundamentally, this is a study about the relationship between 
religion and democracy. The principal goal is to promote a rethink¬ 
ing of this relationship by challenging long-standing premises, para¬ 
digms, and conceptual models against the backdrop of what Fernand 
Braudel called the longue duree (the study of history as a long dura¬ 
tion). The focus, therefore, is not on the immediate social conditions 
that can generate reconciliation between the claims of religion and 
the demands of liberal democracy but on the connection and the 
coherence of a set of ideas—specifically, how we can study the 
connection between religion and democracy with fresh eyes, with 
a sense of history and free from the unexamined assumptions that 
have often clouded an understanding of this subject. 

In pursuit of the same objective, Fred Dallmayr has observed 
that one of the main goals of comparative political theory is to 
“rekindle the critical elan endemic to political philosophy since the 
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time of Socrates and Plato but likely to be extinguished by canonization.” 
Challenging the received wisdom on any subject, Dallmayr suggests, can 
“help restore the sense of ‘wondering’ (thaumazein) that the ancients extolled 
as pivotal to philosophizing .” 1 One of my key objectives, therefore, in writing 
this book is to challenge the received wisdom on the relationship between 
religion and democracy—especially in the context of Muslim societies—that 
dominates the scholarly and public debate on this topic in the West. A new 
paradigm is urgently needed today that is firmly rooted in the comparative 
study of history, religion, and political theory. 

While writing this book, I had several audiences in mind. First, this study 
has been significantly shaped by many conversations and (often heated) de¬ 
bates with close friends and colleagues who consider themselves part of the 
“political left.” From the moment I began to think seriously about the relation¬ 
ship between religion and politics, it struck me that much (but not all) of this 
commentary and analysis—while rightfully critical of religion and laudatory of 
secularism—was ahistorical, unnuanced, and elitist. This contrasted quite 
sharply with my own study of history. It also clashed with my personal 
observations on the sociological aspects of religion based on time spent living 
and teaching in the Middle East and several field trips to Egypt, Turkey, Iran, 
Lebanon, Israel/Palestine, and Indonesia, where I interviewed human rights 
activists, students, feminists, religious leaders, reformist thinkers, political 
dissidents, and—most important—ordinary people. 

The political analysis of my left-of-center friends was particularly unhelp¬ 
ful in understanding the complicated politics of Muslim societies where today 
religion is a key marker of identity, secularism has few supporters, and social 
movements whose participants self-identify with Islam are gaining in popular¬ 
ity and are important players in emerging social and political debates. As 
events over the past decade in Turkey have demonstrated, the binary division 
between secularists-equals-good guys and Islamists-equals-bad guys is simplis¬ 
tic and distorting. While it may be intellectually soothing and familiar to us to 
think in these terms, it fundamentally fails to contribute to a deeper under¬ 
standing of the complex role religion plays in emerging democracies within 
the Muslim world. Such labels and categories also fail to provide any illumina¬ 
tion on the important moral and political questions facing Muslims at the 
dawn of the twenty-first century. A more nuanced, historically rooted, and 
comparative perspective is needed to arrive at a more balanced comprehension 
of the multifaceted, complex, and interweaving relationship between religion 
and politics both within the Muslim world and beyond. 

Part of this analytical failure is due to an intellectual framework that has 
been demarcated on the one side by Karl Marx and his ideological successors in 
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terms of social theory and on the other side by the French Revolution as a 
paradigmatic political event that shapes an understanding of the role of reli¬ 
gion in society. As an alternative, as I argue in this book, if one wanted to look 
to Western political theory and history to shed light on the contemporary 
politics of Muslim societies, the seventeenth century is a better place to turn, 
where the political ideas of Thomas Hobbes, Baruch Spinoza, and John Locke 
are particularly relevant. As a seminal event, the English Revolution (1640- 
1660) not the French Revolution provides a more useful reference point for 
comparative historical analysis than my friends and colleagues on the political 
left have generally appreciated. 

Second, this book is a partial response to a group of writers who believe in 
the “Islamic exceptionalism” thesis. Often identified as Orientalist scholars 
they subscribe to an essentialized conception of Muslim politics and history 
and have long argued that Muslims societies are uniquely resistant to secular¬ 
ism and liberal democracy due to an inner antimodern, religiocultural dynamic 
that has few parallels with other religious traditions or civilizations. Their 
writings attracted a larger audience in the early 1980s after Ayatollah Kho¬ 
meini and his Islamist followers seized the Iranian state. Not only did this 
event represent a dramatic sea change in modern Middle East politics but it 
also signified a renewed interest among social scientists more broadly in the 
general theme of the resurgence of religion in politics. Existing social science 
theory was at a loss to explain the Iranian revolution and the concomitant rise 
of political Islam across the Muslim world. The confident predictions of 
modernization theorists and the assumptions of liberal philosophers and 
dependency theorists with respect to secularization failed to predict the vitality 
and popularity of the religious opposition in Iran. 2 

The most plausible explanation came from the pens of Orientalist scho¬ 
lars. Their emphasis on Islam’s inner problem with modernity, and on secular¬ 
ism in particular, seemed like a perfectly rational explanation for the rise of 
Islamist politics, in part because it confirmed long-standing Western preju¬ 
dices and stereotypes about Muslim societies. According to Bernard Lewis, the 
1979 Iranian revolution could be explained by “Islamic history [which] pro¬ 
vides its own models of revolution; its own prescriptions on the theory and 
practice of dissent, disobedience, resistance, and revolt.” He added in the same 
essay that it is “now a truism that in Islam there is no distinction between 
church and state,” unlike “Christendom [where] the existence of two autho¬ 
rities goes back to the founder of Christianity, who enjoined his followers to 
render to Caesar that which is Caesar’s and to God that which is God’s.” 3 

Ernest Gellner advanced a similar but more sophisticated thesis about 
Islam and modernity. He drew a distinction between the “high culture” of the 
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urban clergy, which was characterized as scriptural and puritanical and which 
Gellner claimed was normative for the urban life of the entire Islamic world, 
versus the “low culture” of the tribe and village life where folk Islam was 
practiced. Under modern conditions, Gellner argued, the puritanical Islam of 
the urban clergy is appropriated at the mass level due to political centralization, 
urbanization and the development of mass communications and education. 
The rise and appeal of Islamic fundamentalism is thus an attempt to realize 
the norm of the “high culture” among the new urbanized masses. 4 This 
explanation of Muslim politics, argued Gellner, is compatible with the require¬ 
ments of political modernity where contrary to the previously dominant as¬ 
sumptions of social theory modernity required secularization. Thus, Islam’s 
relationship to modernity is unique in that modernity strengthens religion’s 
hold over society, and this explains why secularism has not flourished in 
Muslim societies. In his last lecture before his untimely death in 1995, Gellner 
reaffirmed this perspective. 5 

While this book is not a comprehensive response to this body of scholar¬ 
ship, it does seek to provide an alternative to this widely influential perspective. 
I suspect that this narrative will gain new adherents in the coming years as the 
situation in Iraq and Afghanistan continues to implode and a search will begin 
for easy answers as to why Iraqis/Afghans could not seize the gift of freedom 
we so generously bestowed on them. 

The final audience I have in mind are Muslim democrats. These are 
difficult days for democracy and human rights activists in the Muslim world. 
I think many of them would agree that the policies pursued by the great powers 
since n September 2001 have made their struggle more difficult. It is hoped, 
however, that notwithstanding the difficult environment in which they must 
operate and the many challenges that he ahead, these individuals may derive 
some benefit from the arguments in this book, especially in making sense of 
the problem of Islamic fundamentalism, the question of secularism and its 
discontents in Muslim societies, and its relationship to democratic governance. 

The topic of secularism has long been a fascination of mine for both 
political and personal reasons. Politically, it slowly became apparent that with 
rare exceptions, secularism was extolled in the West in an almost inverse 
proportion to how much it was disdained in Muslim societies. Trying to 
explicate this phenomenon has been a long-standing obsession of mine, and 
this book is a by-product of this fixation. Furthermore, as Abdelwahab El- 
Affendi has noted, “the tension between democracy and secularism... re¬ 
mains the dominant feature of Muslim politics to this day.” 6 Reconciling this 
tension is vital to advancing a democratic theory for Muslim societies. I seek to 
contribute to this endeavor via a critical reading of key moments in the history 
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of Western political thought, with an eye to the lessons to be learned for the 
political development of Muslim societies. This analytical approach underpins 
and informs this study. 

Finally, the work of C. Wright Mills is germane to this book. Critical of the 
prevailing modes of social inquiry that dominated early post-World War II 
American social science, Mills called for the revival of the “classic” tradition of 
social analysis. This form of analysis “stands opposed to social science as a set 
of bureaucratic techniques which inhibit social inquiry by ‘methodological 
pretensions,’ which congest such work by obscurantist conceptions, or which 
trivialize it by concern with minor problems unconnected with publicly rele¬ 
vant issues.” 7 

Mills viewed social science as a critical and historically rooted endeavor. He 
encouraged scholars to “use historical evidence and comparative reasoning to 
explore power relations and processes of social change. Scholars should debate 
hypotheses, theories and techniques, not for their own sake, but in close 
relation to important substantive inquiries.” The main audience for such a 
sociological inquiry should be “students and the thinking public, not managers 
seeking merely to make the status quo more efficient.” He was critical of 
research that was guided more by the requirements of administrative than 
intellectual concerns. Thus, his advice to future scholars was to pursue re¬ 
search and take up questions that were both morally compelling and relevant 
to the human condition, both past and present. 8 

This book seeks to live up to the intellectual standards Mills set out. For 
these reasons I have chosen to write about the theoretical and practical rela¬ 
tionship between religion, secularism, and liberal democracy. Doing so, of 
course, has its pitfalls, especially during this polarizing moment in global 
politics where terms such as “Islam,” “Muslims,” “secularism,” “religion,” 
and “liberal democracy” are emotionally charged topics deeply embedded in a 
set of identities that are championed by individuals and groups on both sides of 
the I slam-West divide who sometimes are more interested in affirming an 
ideological position than in advancing human understanding. Nonetheless, it 
would be a betrayal of my own intellectual vocation to shy away from what 
Alexis de Tocqueville called the “great problem of our time” (i.e. the relation¬ 
ship between religion and democracy) and not engage it with as much intellec¬ 
tual rigor and stamina as I could muster. In the end, to borrow from Robert 
Frost, I took the road “less traveled by.” I hope it makes a modest difference. 
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Introduction 


This book analyzes the theoretical relationship between religion and 
democracy, specifically Islam’s relationship with liberal democracy. 
The intent is to discuss the relationship between Islam, Muslim- 
majority societies, and liberal democracy in a way that will advance 
theory and practice regarding their relations. Though this relationship 
is the immediate focus of this study, the conclusions of this book have 
a much broader applicability in illuminating the theoretical relation¬ 
ship between religion, secularism, and democracy in general, and in 
contributing to the development of a liberal-democratic theory for 
Muslim societies in particular. 

The central problematic this inquiry seeks to resolve is the 
following. Liberal democracy requires a form of secularism to 
sustain itself, yet simultaneously the main political, cultural, and 
intellectual resources at the disposal of Muslim democrats 
today are theological. A paradox thus confronts the democratic 
theorist. This study seeks to unravel this paradox. In the course of 
doing so, this book challenges the widely held assumption in the 
social sciences that religious politics and liberal-democratic 
development are incompatible . 1 Three key arguments 
are advanced: 

(i) Liberal democracy requires secularism (properly understood). 
While this equation is not in dispute, two caveats are in order. First, 
religious traditions are not born with an inherent democratic and 
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secular conception of politics. These ideas must be socially constructed. In the 
context of an emerging liberal democracy, how secularism becomes indigen- 
ized as part of the political culture is an important—and often neglected—part 
of this debate. I argue that a secular consensus often emerges as a result of an 
engagement with and a transformation of religious ideas toward politics. 
Normatively, secularism should not be imposed by the state on society but 
should emerge bottom-up, from within civil society, based on democratic 
negotiation and bargaining over the proper role of religion in politics. In 
other words, in developing societies where religion is a key marker of 
identity, in order for religious groups to reconcile themselves with secularism, 
a religious-based theory of secularism is required. 

Equally significant are the different models of secularism that liberal democ¬ 
racy might accommodate. The literature on democratic theory is particularly 
weak in clarifying the precise relationship and parameters of coexistence between 
religion and liberal democracy. How we define secularism is an important part of 
this conversation. I argue that there is greater room for flexibility on this topic 
than is generally acknowledged, and consequently, a rethinking of the relation¬ 
ship between secularism and liberal democracy is needed. This is especially 
important in the context of advancing a liberal-democratic theory for Muslim 
societies, given that religion is a key marker of identity for a significant percent¬ 
age of the population and secularism has a troubled legacy . 2 

(2) In societies where religion is a marker of identity, the road to liberal 
democracy, whatever other twists and turns it makes, cannot avoid passing 
through the gates of religious politics. While mainstream social science theory 
has long maintained that religious politics and democratization/liberalization 
are antithetical, a critical reading of the historical record suggests otherwise. 
Historically, the development of liberal democracy in the West (especially in 
the Anglo-American tradition) emerged not in strict opposition to religious 
politics but often in concert with it. In many long-standing liberal democracies, 
debates over the place of religion in the polis were some of the most hotly 
contested and divisive issues. Democratic negotiation and bargaining over the 
normative role of religion in government were an inherent part of this devel¬ 
opment process. The prominence of religious politics—particularly in the 
public sphere—is an important part of the history and struggle for liberal 
democracy that has been underappreciated by democratic theorists (particular¬ 
ly when commenting on the politics of the Muslim world after 11 September 
2001). The primary theoretical implication that flows from this argument that 
is relevant for the study of liberal democracy in Muslim societies is that the 
process of democratization and liberalization cannot be disconnected from 
debates about the normative role of religion in government. 
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(3) An intimate and often-ignored relationship exists between religious 
reformation and political development. The first typically precedes the second, 
although the processes are deeply interwoven and connected. This is particu¬ 
larly true in societies under the sway of an illiberal or undemocratic religiopo- 
litical doctrine. Democratization and liberalization do not necessarily require 
a rejection or privatization of religion, but what they do require is a reinterpre¬ 
tation of religious ideas with respect to the moral basis of legitimate political 
authority and individual rights. By engaging in this reinterpretation, religious 
groups can play an important role in the development and consolidation of 
liberal democracy. This observation applies both to the historical development 
of liberal democracy in the West (especially in the case of Catholicism) and to 
Muslim societies today. 

Overall, this book argues for a rethinking of democratic theory so that it 
incorporates the variable of religion in the development and social construction 
of liberal democracy. By approaching this topic historically and comparatively, 
a more nuanced and balanced treatment of this subject can be obtained. 


From the Fall of the Berlin Wall to the Fall of the Twin Towers: 

The Intellectual Context 

In the immediate aftermath of the Cold War, religious fundamentalism— 
in particular its Muslim variant—emerged as one of the greatest perceived 
threats to liberal democracy. The al Qaeda attacks on n September 2001 
resolved a debate that had surfaced after the fall of the Berlin Wall about new 
and emerging threats to international peace and security. From the outset, 
Islamic fundamentalism was a leading candidate for the position. 3 Influential 
journals such as the Economist, the Atlantic Monthly, Time, and Foreign Affairs 
were busy debating this subject, most certainly influenced by prominent 
Western politicians such as Jacques Chirac, Helmut Kohl, Daniel Quayle, 
and Yitzhak Rabin, who were warning that the “green peril” of Islam had 
replaced the “red menace” of communism as the chief threat to Western 
civilization. 4 

Public opinion in the United States was not far behind elite opinion on this 
issue. In 1993—almost a decade before the September n attacks—a compre¬ 
hensive nationwide poll found that 42 percent of Americans agreed with the 
statement that there “should be restrictions on the number of Muslims allowed 
to immigrate to the U.S.,” and 43 percent concurred with the view that 
Muslims “tend to be religious fanatics.” 5 Dramatic events from the Arab and 
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Islamic world in the last two decades of the twentieth century are arguably 
responsible for these attitudes. 6 

A partial list of the emotionally charged and defining images that have 
shaped public opinion, American foreign policy, and academic scholarship 
toward Muslim societies in recent decades includes the 1979 Iranian revolu¬ 
tion and the concomitant seizure of the U.S. embassy in Tehran, the 1981 
assassination of Anwar Sadat, the 1983 bombing of the U.S. embassy and 
Marines barracks in Lebanon, the 1989 fatwa against Salman Rushdie 
and I’ajfaire du foulard in France, the annexation of Kuwait by Saddam Hussein 
and subsequent Gulf War in 1991, the misogynist rule of the Taliban in 
Afghanistan throughout the 1990s, two Palestinian intifadas and a wave of 
suicide attacks against Israeli civilians in 2000, and finally and most dramati¬ 
cally, the coordinated attacks in 2001 against the Twin Towers in New York and 
the Pentagon in Washington, D.C. The chaos, mayhem, and bloodshed in Iraq, 
post-Saddam Hussein, have further solidified these views. 

Intellectual debates prior to 11 September 2001 gave a stamp of respect¬ 
ability to this pejorative image of Muslim societies. From Francis Fukuyama’s 
thesis on “the end of history” and Benjamin Barber’s argument about “jihad vs. 
McWorld” to Robert Kaplan’s suggestion about “the coming anarchy” and, 
most influentially, Samuel P. Huntington’s essay and subsequent book on 
“the clash of civilizations,” all have collectively reinforced, in different ways, 
the idea that the Muslim faith and Islamic civilization are incongruent with 
liberty, democracy, human rights, gender equality, and other emancipatory 
principles. 7 Francis Fukuyama articulated a widely held belief when he said: 

There does seem to be something about Islam or at least the 
fundamentalist versions of Islam that have been dominant in recent 
years, that makes Muslim societies particularly resistant to modernity. 

Of all contemporary cultural systems, the Islamic world has the fewest 
democracies (Turkey alone qualifies), and contains no countries that 
have made the transition from Third to First World status in the 
manner of South Korea or Singapore. 8 

The events of 11 September 2001 and their aftermath have erased any lingering 
doubt about the relevance and urgency of this topic, which now far transcends 
a concern about military security and terrorism. 9 The question of Islam’s 
compatibility with liberal democracy is at the heart of current debates about 
immigration, multiculturalism, citizenship, political community, the univer¬ 
sality of human rights, the future of Algeria, Turkey’s relationship with the 
European Union, the Israel-Palestine peace process, U.S. foreign policy, and 
the wars and reconstruction efforts in Afghanistan and Iraq—just to name a 
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few. This debate is subsumed by larger theoretical questions that have im¬ 
mense significance at the dawn of the twenty-first century: What are the core 
values and ideals of liberal democracy? Can they be found or promoted in non- 
Western societies? In what ways are the values and ideals of liberal democracy 
conflictual and problematic? For example, can the ideas of democracy and 
human rights take hold in cultures where ideas of personhood are based on 
values other than those of liberal individualism? Are some religious systems 
more compatible with liberal democracy than others? These are the broad 
questions that shape this inquiry. 10 


“The Great Political Problem of Our Times”: 

Religion and Democracy 

In Democracy in America, Alexis de Tocqueville, writing in 1831 about life in the 
early American republic, discusses what he calls the “great political problem of 
our times.” Tocqueville’s primary audience, it should be remembered, were not 
Americans but rather the educated classes in his native Europe, whose political 
problems shaped his consciousness, especially in his native France. 

According to Tocqueville, “the organization and the establishment of 
democracy in Christendom is the great political problem of our times.” 11 
This observation, although 178 years old, reminds us that the problem of 
religion’s relationship with democracy is not an exclusively Muslim phenome¬ 
non but one that other religion traditions—Christianity in particular—have 
had to struggle with. To the extent that Tocqueville’s observation is correct, it 
could be extrapolated that in the same sense that the “great political problem” 
facing Europe in the nineteenth century was the question of democracy in 
Christian lands in the twenty-first century, arguably the great problem of our 
time is the establishment and organization of democracy in the Muslim world. 

In the voluminous scholarly literature that is produced annually on demo¬ 
cratic theory, there has been scant mention of religion’s relationship to democ¬ 
racy until recently. In three recently published “democracy readers,” edited by 
prominent scholars in the field, for example, one searches in vain for any 
mention of this topic in the table of contents. 12 Yet, on reflection, this omission 
is understandable. The question of religion’s relationship to democracy and its 
proper role in political society has been largely resolved in the West (the United 
States being an arguable exception). A broad secular consensus exists within 
and among Western liberal democracies on this question, and any remaining 
tension is negotiated via existing democratic processes and institutions that 
enjoy broad legitimacy. The same cannot be said for most Muslim societies 
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today. This difference is important. One of the key analytical errors often made 
when discussing Muslim politics is to fall into the seductive trap of a “false 
universalism.” What I mean by this is the mistaken belief that the Western 
experience with religion-state relations has been the universal norm for the 
rest of humanity. In other words, it is wrong to assume that because the West 
has achieved a broad democratic consensus on the normative relationship 
between religion and state then the rest of humanity must have done so as 
well. A concomitant of this misguided belief is that any manifestation of 
religion in politics that challenges comfortable Western assumptions about 
secularism must surely be a sign of religious fascism. 

For most Muslim societies, the question of religion’s normative relation¬ 
ship with government has not been democratically resolved. The reasons for 
this are complex and critically important if one is to understand the crisis of 
liberal-democratic politics in the Muslim world today. It is accurate to say that 
democracy, in particular its liberal variant as understood in the West, is a 
contested concept in Muslim societies. Recent American intervention in the 
Middle East—in the name of spreading liberal democracy—has complicated 
the internal debate on this issue even further. 13 Far from a comprehensive 
treatment of this topic, this book seeks to untangle these complex and emo¬ 
tionally charged questions and make them more intelligible. 

A discussion of the general relationship between Islam and democracy is 
theoretically subsumed under the broader conceptual relationship between 
religion and democracy. Their compatibility is dependent, in part, on the 
definitions of religion and democracy that are employed. In this book, religion 
is broadly conceived of as a specific system of belief about the divine, including 
a code of ethics, rituals, and a philosophy of life. 14 Of particular importance are 
the normative ideals of a believer with respect to themes of political communi¬ 
ty, citizenship, human rights, the rule of law, and—critically—the moral basis 
of legitimate political authority. With respect to Muslim societies, the key 
question that is often asked is whether liberal democracy can coexist with 
Islam—or, as a leading scholar on the topic has eloquently put it. 

There is an agonizing question at the heart of the present debate about 
democracy in the Islamic world: Is liberal democracy basically 
compatible with Islam, or is some measure of respect for law, some 
tolerance of criticism, the most that can be expected from autocratic 
governments? The democratic world contains many different forms of 
government—republics and monarchies, presidential and 
parliamentary regimes, secular states and established churches, and a 
wide range of electoral systems—but all of them share certain basic 
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assumptions and practices that mark the distinction between 
democratic and undemocratic governments. Is it possible for the 
Islamic peoples to evolve a form of government that will be compatible 
with their own historical, cultural, and religious traditions and yet will 
bring individual freedom and human rights to the governed as these 
terms are understood in the free societies of the West? 15 

This book seeks to engage with these questions. 

The working definition of liberal democracy employed in this book is one that 
has its origins in the political theory of John Locke (consent), Jean Jacques 
Rousseau (popular sovereignty), and John Stuart Mill (individual liberty). 16 
Though more robust than a Schumpeterian view, where democracy is no more 
than the ability to vote for or against potential state leaders, the conception 
employed here is more modest than that of, for example, the participatory or 
deliberative democrats. 17 In other words, it is a moderately robust definition of 
liberal democracy according to which political authority is rooted in the con¬ 
sent of the governed, the people rule via their elected representatives, and basic 
human rights, as enshrined in the United Nations Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights, are upheld. 18 Robert Dahl’s famous definition of “polyarchy,” 
with one significant caveat, approximates the working definition of liberal 
democracy employed in this study. 19 

“Polyarchy,” according to Dahl, “is a political order distinguished at the 
most general level by two broad characteristics. Citizenship is extended to a 
relatively high proportion of adults, and the rights of citizenship include the 
opportunity to oppose and vote out the highest officials in the government.” 20 
For these characteristics of a liberal democracy to exist, eight institutional 
guarantees are required: (i) freedom to form and join organizations; (2) 
freedom of expression; (3) inclusive suffrage; (4) the right to run for office; 
(5) the right of political leaders to compete for support and votes; (6) availability 
of alternative information; (7) free and fair elections; and (8) the existence of 
institutions for making government policies depend on votes and other ex¬ 
pressions of preference. 21 While these institutional guarantees are necessary 
for a liberal democracy, they are by themselves insufficient. Constitutional 
guarantees are also needed to ensure protection of basic rights and liberties 
and to ensure that democratically elected governments rule within the frame¬ 
work of the constitution. These broad provisions map out the rough working 
conception of liberal democracy that informs this book. 

In adopting Dahl’s list, I am agreeing with an important component of 
what has come to be called modernization theory, namely, that there are a 
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number of goals appropriate to any society that aspires to democracy or to 
the deepening of democracy. At the same time, I disagree with claims that 
sometimes accompany this view that a society that lacks these characteristics 
is simply void of any democracy whatsoever or that once Dahl’s character¬ 
istics are present, democracy is forever secure and consolidated without the 
possibility of rollback. 

The second caveat about modernization theory pertains to what Alfred 
Stepan has called the fallacy of “unique founding conditions.” 22 The fallacy 
pertains to a historical argument that a particular set of social conditions and 
constellation of forces are needed to produce a new political phenomenon 
(such as democracy or civil society) and then to assume that if the exact same 
conditions are not reproduced, the social invention in question cannot emerge. 
“The fallacy of course is to confuse the conditions associated with the invention 
of a phenomenon with the possibilities of replication, or probably more accu¬ 
rately reformulation, under different conditions, of the same general phenome¬ 
non.” 23 The critical methodological caveat that flows from this argument and 
that informs this book is to be wary of committing the fallacy of unique 
founding conditions when discussing political development in non-Western 
societies. This fallacy is implicit in early modernization theory and is premised 
on an ahistorical and culturally superior reading of the European political 
history, particularly with respect to the relationship between religion, secular¬ 
ism, and liberal democracy. A consequence of this fallacy is the belief that in 
non-Western societies that have been strongly influenced by local traditions, 
liberal democracy cannot be achieved by drawing on local cultural resources. 24 
Samuel P. Huntington’s religious-civilizational approach to the study of de¬ 
mocracy in the post-Cold War world is a reflection of this perspective. 

In his widely discussed book The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of 
the Modern World, Huntington reserves special attention for Christianity and 
secularism in arguing why Western civilization is distinct from other civiliza¬ 
tions. “Western Christianity... is historically the single most important charac¬ 
teristic ofWestern civilization,” he argues. 25 For Huntington, Western culture is 
unique precisely because it has incorporated secularism and liberal values as 
part of its civilizational ethos from the beginning. “God and Caesar, church and 
state, spiritual and temporal authority, have been a prevailing dualism in 
Western culture.” 26 Similarly, he suggests that “a sense of individualism and 
a tradition of rights and liberties” is unique to Western civilization, and thus 
“The West was West long before it was modern.” 27 He then immediately seeks 
to contrast the West with other societies precisely on this point. “In Islam, God 
is Caesar, in China and Japan, Caesar is God; in Orthodoxy, God is Caesar’s 
junior partner.” 28 
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Huntington then proceeds to advance an argument about how “kin cul¬ 
tures” increasingly support each other along “civilizational fault lines,” warn¬ 
ing of an Islamic-Confucian alliance that will challenge the West in the twenty- 
first century. While Huntington does discuss other rival civilizations, he clearly 
views Islam as the greatest challenge. Near the end of his book he boldly asserts 
that “the underlying problem for the West is not Islamic fundamentalism. It is 
Islam.” 29 On the relationship between Confucianism and democracy, he im¬ 
plies a certain culture essentialism when he asserts that China's “Confucian 
heritage, with its emphasis on authority, order, hierarchy, and supremacy of 
collectivity over the individual creates obstacles to democratization.” 30 This 
book seeks to challenge these assumptions. 31 


Theoretical Tensions between Religion and Democracy 

The tension between religion and democracy is as old as political philosophy 
itself. Recall that democratic Athens brought Socrates to trial on two charges: 
corrupting the minds of the young and religious impiety. It remains a matter of 
dispute among historians whether Socrates’ accusers were more concerned 
with his alleged religious crimes or his political ones. 32 

In the modern period, at first glance the relationship between religion and 
democracy seems inherently contradictory and conflictual. Both concepts speak 
to different aspects of the human condition. Religion is a system of beliefs and 
rituals that is related to the divine and the sacred. In this sense, it is decidedly 
metaphysical and otherworldly in its orientation and telos. While religions may 
differ in their various manifestations, most religions share these features. 

Democracy on the other hand is decidedly this-worldly, secular, and egali¬ 
tarian. Regardless of religious belief, race, or creed, democracy (especially its 
liberal variant) implies an equality of rights and treatment before the law for all 
citizens without discrimination. Its telos is geared toward the nonviolent 
management of human affairs in order to create the good life on this earth, 
not in the hereafter. Critically, unlike religious commandments, the rules of 
democracy can be changed, adjusted, and amended. It is precisely the inclusive 
nature of democracy that separates it from religion and theologically based 
political systems. 

One way to conceptualize the theoretical tension between religion and 
democracy is to imagine a horizontal and vertical axis. 

As the diagram below demonstrates, religion is primarily a vertical rela¬ 
tionship between an individual and his or her God. In its most basic form, it 
need not affect or concern other members of society. Democracy on the other 
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hand is a system of political organization that fundamentally implies a hori¬ 
zontal relationship among individuals in society. Its basic definition is devoid 
of any reference to the divine or the transcendent. A point of tension arises 
where these lines become crossed. 33 

An obvious point of friction is when members of society seek to interject 
their vertical relationship with God into the horizontal public sphere as a way 
of regulating social relationships. In other words, when the moral foundation 
of legitimate political authority is no longer based exclusively on the horizontal 
axis (popular sovereignty) but shifts in the direction of the vertical axis (divine 
sovereignty), democracy is compromised. This is a main reason why religious 
politics is deemed antithetical to democratic politics and why democratic 
theorists insist that a liberal-democratic polity necessitates a retreat or separa¬ 
tion of religion from politics. 34 The objection to religious politics from the 
perspective of liberal-democratic theory is often justified on the following 
grounds. Religion claims to be in possession of universal truths. The ideologi¬ 
cal rigidity often associated with this religious belief undermines tolerance, 
pluralism, and compromise—all crucial aspects of liberal-democratic politics. 35 

Second, religion is exclusionary because it sets up insurmountable bound¬ 
aries between believers and nonbelievers. Democracy on the other hand is 
inclusive, egalitarian, and nondiscriminatory; citizenship is not based on ad¬ 
herence to God but rather on membership in political society. 

Third, religion undermines the secular order of society that is needed to 
sustain liberalism and maintain a democratic peace. 36 In other words, it seeks 
to collapse the distinction between the horizontal and vertical axes by dragging 
God from the heavenly heights and injecting God into the center of public debate. 
The danger to minorities from religious majorities is particularly salient here. 

These observations are implicit today in much of the literature on liberal- 
democratic theory. They fit with an understanding of religion’s role in liberal 
society based on the received wisdom from the European Enlightenment. This 
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book seeks to expand our understanding of these widely held assumptions. 
Specifically, this hook challenges the thesis on the structural incompatibility between 
religious politics and liberal-democratic development } 7 In the course of doing so, 
I will advance three key arguments. 

The first argument pertains to the relationship between liberal democracy 
and secularism. While acknowledging that liberal democracy requires a form 
of secularism (properly understood) to sustain itself two caveats are offered. 
First, religious traditions do not emerge in human society with an inherent 
prodemocratic and secular predisposition. 38 These ideas must be socially con¬ 
structed by members of the host community before they take root. How 
secularism becomes indigenized in an emerging democracy is an important 
part of this debate that has yet to receive sufficient scholarly attention. This 
book argues that a secular consensus often emerges and is intimately tied to an 
engagement with, and a transformation of, religious ideas toward politics. As 
noted, normatively, in a religious society, the long-term prospects for political 
secularism are better when it is not imposed top-down but rather when it 
emerges bottom-up, based on a democratic consensus over the proper role of 
religion in government. In other words, in order for religious groups to 
reconcile themselves to a conception of politics that separates religion from 
state, a religious-based theory of political secularism is required. 

A concomitant of the foregoing observation pertains to the different models 
of secularism that liberal democracy might accommodate. Democratic theorists 
have generally avoided clarifying the parameters of coexistence between 
religion and liberal democracy. How secularism is defined is a critical part of 
this conversation. I argue in this book that there is more room for flexibility 
on this topic than is generally appreciated, and consequently a rethink¬ 
ing of the concept of political secularism is needed. This is especially impor¬ 
tant in the context of advancing a liberal-democratic theory for Muslim 
societies, given the salience of religion in public affairs in the Muslim world 
today and the negative perceptions many Muslims have of the concept of 
secularism. 39 

The second core argument I will advance is that in societies where religion 
is an overriding marker of identity, the road to liberal democracy, whatever other 
twists and turns it makes, cannot avoid passing through the gates of religious 
politics. This claim is a historically contingent one. It is based on the precise 
historical moment and part of the world under consideration in this book (late 
twentieth- and early twenty-first-century Muslim societies). It is not claimed 
that at all times and in all places the transition to secular democracy in the 
Muslim world (or elsewhere) must pass through the gates of religious politics. 
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To date, there has been a broad consensus in the social sciences that 
religious mobilization and liberal-democratic development are antithetical. 
I argue that this is an inaccurate reading of the history of liberal democracy. 
The development of liberal democracy in the West (especially the Anglo-Amer¬ 
ican tradition) is intimately tied to changing religious ideas. Similarly, religious 
discourse was a precondition of the rise of the early modern public sphere. 40 In 
many long-standing liberal democracies, the place of religion in the polis were 
some of the most hotly contested and divisive issues. 

Democratic negotiation and bargaining over the normative role of religion 
in government were an inherent part of the transition to, and consolidation of, 
liberal democracy. The prominence of religious politics—particularly in the 
public sphere—forms an important part of the history and struggle for liberal 
democracy that has been underappreciated by democratic theorists (especially 
when discussing the politics of the Muslim world after n September 2001). 41 
The primary theoretical implication that emerges from this argument that is 
relevant for the study of liberal democracy and its problems in Muslim socie¬ 
ties is that the process of democratization and liberalization cannot be artifi¬ 
cially separated from discussion about the normative relationship between 
religion and government. 

The third argument of critical significance is that there is an intimate 
relationship—theoretical as well as historical—between religious reformation 
and political development. The first typically precedes the second, although 
they are deeply interconnected and mutually reinforcing. This argument 
has special relevance in religious societies where a significant part of the 
population is under the sway of an illiberal or undemocratic set of political 
ideas. Liberal-democratic development does not require a rejection or privati¬ 
zation of religion, but what it does require is a reinterpretation of religious 
ideas, especially with respect to the moral basis of legitimate political authority 
and the centrality of individual rights. By engaging in this theological refor¬ 
mulation, religious groups can play a constructive and important role in the 
development and consolidation of liberal democracy. 


Clarification of Theoretical Approaches and Assumptions 

The book seeks to ruminate on the theoretical and practical relationship 
between religion and democracy. The main problematic of this book is that 
liberal democracy requires a form of political secularism, yet in the Muslim 
world today the primary intellectual, political, and cultural resources at the 
disposal of Muslim democrats are theological. Imbedded in this problematic is 
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the relationship between political culture and democracy. In pursuing this kind 
of study, there is a danger of assuming that the variable of political culture is 
being elevated as the most salient factor in explaining the absence of democracy 
in the Muslim world. There is also the related danger of assuming a simple 
causation between changes in political culture and democratization. This book 
aims to avoid both assumptions. For the most part, it also refrains from 
positing causal relations among cultural, political, economic, and other factors, 
except as tentative hypotheses where this helps to explicate a broad argument 
that a path to secular democracy can emerge through the framework of 
religious politics. An assumption this book does make is that there are numer¬ 
ous historical, structural, and cultural variables that explain the obstacles to 
democracy in the developing world. A comprehensive analysis would require 
exploring the economic, sociopolitical, military, and international contexts that 
influence the process of democratization. Some of the key prerequisites for 
democracy that social scientists generally agree on include social and economic 
modernization (i.e. industrialization and high GNP, literacy, mass communi¬ 
cations), class structure (a sizeable middle class and an independent bourgeoi¬ 
sie), and finally a democratic political culture (the cultural norms, values, and 
beliefs that shape political behavior) A 2 

An influential McGill University study on political liberalization and 
democratization in the Arab world noted that political culture “should not be 
seen as the prime or overriding variable in any process of regional democrati¬ 
zation. Cultural attitudes... not only influence political realities but are also 
themselves influenced by political context.” 43 According to this view, political 
culture is thus not a fixed variable but is subject to multiple influences. No 
nation’s political psyche, on this assumption, is rigidly fixed in either a pro- or 
antidemocratic direction. To assert this would be ahistorical. In this context, 
Larry Diamond has written that “there is considerable historical evidence to 
suggest that democratic culture is as much the product as the cause of 
effectively functioning democracy.” 44 This study is in broad agreement with 
these observations. 

Rather than addressing claims about the general causal relationship 
between political culture and democracy, this book focuses on the coher¬ 
ence of a picture of the relationship between religion and democracy in 
which the former contributes positively to the latter. The discussion of 
Muslim politics in Turkey and Indonesia with respect to emerging secular 
norms is speculative and is meant simply to identify an emerging political 
trend. I argue that these observations are valid to the extent that this 
emerging secular shift among Muslim political parties and actors affects 
the process of democratization. 
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Methodological Approach: Toward a Comparative Political Theory 

The primary methodological approach of this book is historical and compara¬ 
tive. Drawing on insights and lessons from Western political theory and 
history, I will examine the relationship between liberal-democratic develop¬ 
ment and religion both theoretically and in the context of the Muslim world. 45 
I will briefly discuss three Muslim majority countries—Iran, Turkey and 
Indonesia—as a means of reinforcing the theoretical claims of this book. 

In specific terms, this approach is meant to compensate for the weakness in 
academic scholarship on the subject of Islam and democracy. 46 A historical and 
comparative approach demonstrates this weakness. Mainstream modernization 
theory and Orientalist interpretations of the relationship between Islam and 
liberal democracy have enjoyed a resurgence in some influential circles after n 
September 2001. 47 With rare exceptions, this body of literature has clouded rather 
than illuminated debate on this subject. I will argue that many of these scholars 
have not only misdiagnosed the relevant politics and history of the Muslim 
societies with respect to the relationship between religion, secularism, and democ¬ 
racy but also have selectively interpreted the history of political development in the 
West by downplaying the role of religious politics and its connection to democrati¬ 
zation. In other words, a double misdiagnosis has taken place. 48 This point is 
important and is connected to one of the preliminary subthemes of this book. In 
order to comprehend the challenges facing liberal democracy in Muslim societies 
today, we must reacquaint ourselves with what Sheri Berman has called “the very 
turbulent backstory” of the development of liberal democracy in the West. 49 
Progress in grasping the problems of democratization in one region is dependent 
on an understanding of its historical development in the other. 

Finally, this books orientation has been inspired by the emerging field of 
comparative political theory. Lying as it does at the intersection of two subfields 
of political science, political theory and comparative politics, as Fred Dallmayr 
has noted, in “contemporary academia, comparative political theory or philoso¬ 
phy is either completely nonexistent or at best an embryonic and marginalized 
type of endeavour.” 50 Universalist in its scope while simultaneously sensitive to 
local context, as defined by Dallmayr, the task of the practitioner of comparative 
political theory is to go beyond the traditional analytical frameworks and 
theoretical approaches that define these two subdisciplines of political science. 
“Properly pursued, comparative political theorizing would need to be genuinely 
global in character” and should be pursued “not through unilateral fiat but only 
through mutual interrogation, contestation and lateral engagement.” 51 
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Sudipta Kaviraj, in a more recent contribution to this emerging field, has 
noted that “to understand political modernity in the non-Western world is 
impossible without Western social theory; it is equally impossible entirely 
within the terms of that tradition.” 52 In keeping with Dallmayr’s interciviliza- 
tional approach to comparative political theory, which seeks to strike a balance 
between the universal and the particular, Kaviraj observes that “the process of 
modernity are universal, but these processes are realized through a trajectory 
of historical events which are specific to each society.” His advice to Western 
social scientists interested in theorizing about non-Western societies is to 
“learn from Western social theory, but not expect it to tell us about our precise 
future. Therefore we must climb this essential and edifying ladder, but learn to 
dispense with it when the time comes; that time comes precisely when histori¬ 
cal sociology begins.” 53 This book is informed by these observations and seeks 
to make a contribution to this emerging field of comparative political theory by 
rethinking the theoretical and practical relationships between religion, secu¬ 
larism, and liberal democracy. 


Overview of the Chapters 

If is often assumed—erroneously—that the development of democracy, human 
rights, pluralism, and secularism in the West was a smooth process. This idea is 
implicit in much of the mainstream scholarship and media commentary on this 
subject, which makes political development in Muslim societies appear arrested 
and retarded by comparison. Why the strong appeal of religion in the Muslim 
world and calls for “an Islamic state” at the dawn of the twenty-first century, two 
hundred years after the French Revolution? Where are the secular-democratic 
opposition groups? Why do Islamist parties triumph in elections? Why such 
hatred and bitterness toward the West? Why so many manifestations of conser¬ 
vatism and violence? Why so much anger and political conflict in the Islamic 
world? Are all these things inherent in Muslim societies, in their culture and 
religion? In the words of one prominent scholar, “what went wrong?” 54 

These are legitimate questions. A comprehensive answer, however, re¬ 
quires a sense of history, not only of the Islamic world but of the West as 
well. It is often implicitly assumed in discussion about non-Western societies 
that the West has always been secular, liberal, and democratic or that a straight 
line can be drawn, without any detours or setbacks, from ancient Athenian 
democracy and the age of Pericles to modern American democracy and the 
writings of John Rawls. This assumption distorts perceptions of the struggle 
for democracy in non-Western societies. 55 
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Francis Fukuyama’s widely debated post-Cold War thesis on the “end of 
history” and the triumph of liberal democracy illustrates this point. Fie inclu¬ 
des a chart in his famous book that classifies countries, such as the United 
States, as “liberal democracies” from as early as 1790. No qualification is 
offered. Recall that in 1790, however, the majority of Americans, women and 
African Americans in particular, were legally disenfranchised. 56 Acknowled¬ 
ging the novelty of the liberal-democratic project, as it historically evolved in 
Europe and North America and its recent consolidation during the twentieth 
century, is a precondition for understanding the challenges and obstacles to the 
emergence of this form of government in Muslim societies today. Chapter 1 of 
this book discusses this point. 

This preliminary chapter explores the historical background needed to 
comprehend a liberal-democratic theory for Muslim societies. After briefly 
surveying the literature on political liberalism and modernization theory with 
respect to religion, a critical reading of this literature is offered. I argue that this 
literature has been unhelpful in understanding the theoretical relationship 
between religion and democratic development. Alternatively, by taking a longer 
view of history, a more balanced understanding of the topic is possible. 
Drawing on the work of the historian Fernand Braudel and the political 
philosopher Michael Walzer, I propose a more nuanced approach. 

The main subtheme of chapter 1 is the relationship between Islam, modern¬ 
ization, and political development. By end of the twentieth century, most Muslim 
societies were marked by two key political characteristics: the general absence of 
democracy (or conversely the persistence of authoritarian politics) and the poor 
state of human rights. Two major reports, one by the United Nations Develop¬ 
ment Program (UNDP) and the other by Freedom Ffouse, have confirmed 
this observation and have painted a grim picture of the Muslim world’s political 
future. 57 The strength of Islamist opposition groups in most Middle East 
societies further casts doubt on the prospects for liberal-democratic development. 

Chapter 1 explores the question of Islamic fundamentalism’s relationship to 
political development. Focusing on the sociological impact of Islamic fundamen¬ 
talism, rather than its ideological content, and comparing it with the rise of 
English Puritanism, I offer a dissenting interpretation of the origins and political 
impact of Islamism. I argue that radical religious protest movements often 
emerge in the context of a rapidly modernizing societies and the social upheaval 
that accompanies the breakdown of the traditional order. This is a common 
occurrence throughout history and is linked to the longer term process of political 
modernization. Islamic fundamentalism, I argue, is a much more complicated 
social phenomenon than is generally realized, which may carry latent develop¬ 
ment benefits, especially when observed from the perspective of history and 
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sociology. A comparative historical treatment of politics in the early modern period 
of Europe and the contemporary Middle East helps to illustrate this point, while 
also serving to challenge the popular view of the structural incompatibility 
between religious politics and democratization. 

Chapter 2 examines the relationship between religious reformation and 
liberal democracy via the political theology of John Locke. Not only is Locke a 
founding father of modern liberal democracy but the relationship between 
church and state preoccupied his thinking throughout his life. While the 
enduring insights contained in his writings remain a staple of the Western 
philosophical canon, to date no one has attempted to systematically apply 
his political theory to the question of social change in the Muslim world. 58 
Chapter 2 will attempt to do so. 

Locke is an exemplary political philosopher to call on in the context of a 
book on religion, secularism, and liberal democracy in Muslim societies. An 
analysis of his work demonstrates how it is possible to find theoretical space 
within religion to advance an argument for popular sovereignty and human 
rights. 

Furthermore, Locke is useful not only because he is widely credited with 
writing the first outline of modern liberal democracy but also because the 
sociopolitical context in which he wrote has critical parallels with Muslim 
societies today. First, religion was a marker of identity for large numbers of 
people in both societies. Second, the process of modernization had produced 
similar social and economic dislocations with comparable effects on popular 
religious consciousness. In this sense, the discussion in chapter 1 of the rise of 
English Puritanism and its parallels with Islamism is relevant to the themes 
of this chapter and will be explored further. Third, a theological conception of 
politics was shared by large numbers of people, in terms of the moral basis of 
legitimate political authority. Recall that Locke was writing in an era when 
political authority was often justified by invoking the “divine right of kings.” 59 
It was in this context that he wrote two of his most famous political tracts, 
A Letter Concerning Toleration (1689) and the Two Treatises of Government 
(1689). These seminal texts will be combed for insights on the relationship 
between emerging liberal-democratic ideas and religious values. 

In the second part of chapter 2 ,1 attempt to apply Locke's political theology 
to the case of the contemporary Muslim world. While political and religious 
debates in the Islamic Republic of Iran will form the immediate basis of 
comparison, I argue that the underlying political lessons are transferable 
beyond Iran’s borders to other Muslim societies. Central to this discussion is 
the unique methodology of Locke’s argument in constructing new liberal and 
democratic ideas from within a social milieu of a deeply religious society. 
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Locke’s political writings on the question of religious toleration and political 
authority can be understood as emerging out of a dissenting religious exegesis. 
It is this context—within John Locke’s political theology—that is relevant to the 
construction of a theory of liberal democracy for Muslim societies. 

Chapter 2 concludes by arguing that in societies that are under the sway of 
an illiberal and undemocratic religiopolitical doctrine, liberal democracy can be 
advanced by a reinterpretation of religious ideas with respect to government. 
This is a more successful and more cohesive alternative to the complete 
privatization or rejection of religion from the public sphere. This development 
can be observed both in seventeenth-century England and in the Middle East 
today. To the extent that this is accurate, an important connection has been 
established between religious reinterpretation and liberal-democratic develop¬ 
ment. It also suggests a possible universalism to this aspect of democratic 
theory (i.e. how religious societies can develop liberal-democratic arguments) 
that may be valid across time and between cultural traditions. 

Chapter 3 tackles the question of secularism. It seeks to clarify the theoret¬ 
ical relationship between religion, secularism, and liberal democracy. In much 
of the scholarly literature on liberal-democratic theory, this relationship is 
assumed rather than argued and rarely discussed in any detail. Today, the 
term “secularism” is bandied about with an imprecision that comes at the 
expense of understanding. What are the historical roots of secularism? What 
problems does it seek to overcome and what values does it promote? When it is 
affirmed that liberal democracy requires secularism, what does this actually 
mean, institutionally, constitutionally, and in terms of state-society relations? 
These theoretical questions are answered in this chapter. 

Specifically, I will examine the point at which religion and liberal democ¬ 
racy come into conflict, and then give a clear statement as to why a form of 
secularism is an essential condition for liberal democracy. As a result of this 
investigation, several important questions arise: is there more than one model 
of secularism that liberal democracy might accommodate? If so, what are 
possible other models? Second, what minimum boundaries must the state 
and groups within civil society respect in order to uphold a liberal democracy? 
How fluid (or rigid) are the boundaries of secularism? These questions are 
investigated in the first part of the chapter. They are answered, in part, by first 
looking at the writings of two influential political philosophers, Alexis de 
Tocqueville and Richard Rorty. While they arrived at different conclusions 
about the desirability and compatibility between religion and democracy 
I seek to bridge the chasm by turning to the recent theoretical contributions 
of Alfred Stepan on the relationship between liberal democracy and the world’s 
religious systems. Specifically, I will examine his thesis on the “World 
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Religious Systems and Democracy: Crafting the ‘Twin Tolerations’,” with a 
focus on its relevance to contemporary Muslim societies. 60 

Chapter 4 examines the question of secularism and its discontents in 
Muslim societies. The propagation of secularism in Muslim societies today 
faces several obstacles, of which some are theoretical but most are practical. 
The theoretical obstacle pertains to the often-heard argument that both doc- 
trinally and historically Islam, unlike Christianity, is utterly incompatible with 
secularism. The most articulate proponent of this position has been Bernard 
Lewis, who has long maintained that there is no moral basis or historical 
precedent for the separation of politics and religion in Islam. His argument 
is a popular one and is rooted in a comparison of the inner doctrines of Islam 
and Christianity as well as their early religious histories. 61 In short, Lewis’s 
argument boils down to a claim that history is destiny. This claim runs 
contrary, however, to the fact that for over a millennium, Christendom, not¬ 
withstanding Jesus’ famous instruction to “render unto Caesar the things 
which are Caesar’s, and unto God the things that are God’s,” is marked by a 
very long history of the mutual interdependence and sometimes union of 
church and state, not only in the form of Caesaropapism in Eastern Orthodox 
Christianity but in Latin Christendom as well. 62 Lewis’s argument obscures 
this fact, both in terms of the assumptions he makes of an enduring dualism 
between church and state in the West and in terms of his applied analysis of 
Muslim societies. In this book I will offer an alternative explanation on the 
theoretical obstacles and prospects for political secularism in Muslim societies. 

Abdou Filali-Ansary has insightfully noted that in “the Muslim world, 
secularization is preceding religious reformation—a reversal of the European 
experience in which secularization was more or less a consequence of such 
reformation.” 63 The relationship between religious reformation and secular¬ 
ism is critical to understanding the weak intellectual roots of secularism in the 
Muslim world. I will investigate this relationship by drawing on the work of 
Marshall Hodgson, whose comparative treatment of the modernization of 
Europe and the Middle East can be read as a counternarrative to that of Bernard 
Lewis. Specifically, Hodgson, while not speaking to the topic of Islam and 
secularism directly, suggests that a radical rupture with the Islamic past has 
prevented the matching and harmonization of technological modernization 
from above with “steady social and intellectual transformation” from below. 64 
As this chapter demonstrates, this radical rupture between tradition and 
modernity has had profound negative consequences for political development 
in Muslim societies during the twentieth century. 

In addition, secularism faces important ideological challenges at the practical 
level. First, in the popular imagination of many Muslims, the concept of secularism 
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has a credibility problem because of its perceived linkage with colonialism 
and imperialism. Second, secularism is seen as contributing to the failure of the 
postcolonial state in the Muslim world, which often ruled in the name of a secular 
political ideology (for example, Ba’athism, various forms of socialism, Arab and 
Iranian nationalism). Mounting socioeconomic disparities, the suppression of 
internal dissent, and the political subservience of many regimes to the (secular) 
West together have made the concept of secularism a deeply suspect one in many 
Muslim societies. 65 

Recent events outside of the Muslim world have further damaged secular¬ 
ism’s reputation. The decision of the French government in 2004, for example, 
to ban the wearing of the hejab in French public schools—in the name of 
secularism—entrenches the idea, in the eyes of Muslim communities globally, 
that secularism is an inherently anti-Muslim political doctrine that persists at 
the expense of the civil rights of Muslims. 

A consequence of secularism’s poor reputation in the Muslim world is that 
for many politically active segments of society, a rejection of the normative idea 
that religion and state should be separated has now morphed into a core 
component of “Muslim identity.” This is easily discerned when Muslim political 
activists are asked to comment on the topic. 66 Given this situation, the key 
tension in the debate with respect to religion, secularism, and liberal democracy 
in Muslim societies today is the following. Liberal democracy requires a form 
of political secularism, yet simultaneously secularism is anathema to many 
Muslims. How can this chasm be bridged? Put differently, how can a version 
of secularism be socially constructed to assist the process of democratization 
and liberalization in the Muslim world? 

By way of conclusion, I argue that real gains for liberal democracy in 
Muslim societies require the development of an “indigenous theory of Islamic 
secularism.” Akeel Bilgrami has perceptively observed that in the East, secular¬ 
ism “has to be earned, not assumed at the outset.” 67 Though he was writing 
about the interesting case of Indian secularism, his advice has special relevance 
to Muslim-majority societies where in the past the most vocal defenders of 
secularism have been elite members of society who have projected their own 
secularity onto the wider society, which remains deeply religious. Secularism, 
in other words, lacks organic roots in Muslim societies. Based on recent 
historical experience, it is widely viewed as an ideology of repression (especially 
in the Arab world) rather than as a prerequisite for a just political order. Altering 
this perception demands that religious groups and religious intellectuals in 
Muslim societies morally engage with the topic of secularism, in an attempt to 
reconcile their own religious values with a form of government that is both 
secular and religion-friendly. Recent empirical evidence from Indonesia and 
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Turkey suggests that when this does occur, the project of liberal democracy can 
be advanced as a result. 


Conclusion 

The late Canadian scholar of comparative history and religion Wilfred Cantwell 
Smith was concerned throughout his life with the future development of 
Muslim societies. He concluded his Islam in Modern History, published over 
fifty years ago, by anticipating the destabilizing effects of Muslim politics on 
global affairs. He wrote: “the various intellectual and moral issues are today 
themselves internationalized. We would contend that a healthy, flourishing 
Islam is as important not only for the Muslims but for all the world today.” 68 
This observation has a unique poignancy after n September 2001. 

If there is one general lesson to be taken from this transformative event, it 
is that the world is indeed a global village whose actors ignore long-standing 
problems of democratic governance and sustainable development at their 
collective peril. The topic of religion and democracy, after September 11, is 
now one of the most important and pressing questions of our age. This is 
especially true in light of the general absence of democracy and respect for 
human rights throughout most of the Muslim world. The destabilizing effects 
that emanate from the Middle East now affect us all. 

Looking back over the last decade since the end of the Cold War, it is 
apparent that global politics has been marked by two key events: (1) the cross- 
cultural diffusion of democratic ideas, and (2) the reappearance of ethnic/ 
religious identities in public affairs. While democracy as a normative ideal is 
ubiquitous in international affairs, in political theory, it raises as many ques¬ 
tions as it lays to rest. David Held has suggested that the “uncritical affirmation 
of liberal democracy essentially leaves unanalyzed the whole meaning of 
democracy and its possible variants.” 69 Therefore, any discussion of libe¬ 
ral democracy’s global future must address as a central problem the question 
of difference. 70 This book does so, by rethinking the theoretical and practical 
relationship between religion, secularism, and liberal democracy in Muslim 
societies. Furthermore, by examining the broad relationship between religion 
and democracy, both historically and comparatively, and by relying on insights 
from Western political theory, this book aims to contribute to the development 
of a liberal-democratic theory for Muslim societies. 

This study challenges the widely held assumption that religious politics 
and liberal-democratic development are structurally incompatible. It does so 
first by critically reexamining the role of religion in the development of liberal 



22 


ISLAM, SECULARISM, AND LIBERAL DEMOCRACY 


democracy in the West, highlighting the place of religious politics in this 
developmental trajectory. Next, I apply the lessons of this investigation to 
several key countries in the Muslim world. I conclude that the struggle for 
liberal democracy, both in the West historically and in the Muslim world today, 
cannot be disconnected from debates about the normative status of religion in 
government. In other words, the road to liberal democracy, whatever other 
twists and turns it makes, cannot avoid passing through the gate of religious 
politics. 

Furthermore, I argue that there is an inherent link between the reforma¬ 
tion of religious thought and political development. While this is often as¬ 
sumed as part of the grand narrative of Western history, liberal-democratic 
theorists rarely acknowledge this point, especially when commenting on Mus¬ 
lim politics . 71 This relationship between religion and liberal democracy is 
especially important in societies where religion is a key marker of identity 
and where religious values shape the political culture. Recognizing this point 
can help democratic theorists untangle the complicated relationship between 
religion, secularism, and democracy in the Muslim world today. 

Finally, there is the question of secularism. No liberal-democratic theory 
can ignore this topic, especially in the context of emerging democracies in the 
Muslim world. Empirical evidence from several countries, where advances 
have been made in the area of democracy and human rights, suggest that an 
indigenous theory or understanding of Muslim secularism can contribute to 
the development of liberal democracy. When Muslim groups develop a “politi¬ 
cal theology of secularism” whereby signing onto the liberal-democratic project 
is not deemed a rejection of Islamic values but rather an affirmation of them, 
liberal democracy in the Muslim world gains the support of a critical political 
constituency. Given the salience of religious values in shaping political norms 
in the Muslim world today, reconciling Islamic political thought with secular¬ 
ism is a critical precondition for the construction of a liberal-democratic theory 
for Muslim societies. I conclude this book by arguing this point. 
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Toward a Democratic Theory 
for Muslim Societies 

The Historical Background 


Islamic fundamentalism is a temporary, transitory movement, but it 
could last another 30 or 50 years—I don’t know how long. Where 
fundamentalism isn’t in power it will continue to be an ideal, as 
long as the basic frustration and discontent persist that lead people 
to take extreme positions. You need long experience with clericalism 
to finally get fed up with it—look how much time it took in Europe! 

—Maxime Rodinson 

In his insightful theoretical discussion of the relationship between 
religious systems and democracy, Alfred Stepan engages in a critique 
of liberal-democratic theory with respect to the role of religion in 
public affairs. 1 Stepan’s argument is that liberal political philosophers 
such as John Rawls and Bruce Ackerman, when discussing a just 
political order, attach great weight in their writings to liberal arguing 
but almost no weight to democratic bargaining . 2 This is a problem 
for democratic theory, Stepan maintains, particularly as it relates 
to religious societies in the non-Western world where democratic 
transitions and consolidations have yet to occur. Stepan argues that 
liberal political theory has clouded rather than illuminated our 
understanding of the struggle for democracy, especially in societies 
where the normative role of religion in politics remains a heated 
topic of debate. The assumption that religion’s proper role in political 
life has been democratically negotiated—in favor of secularism and 
liberal democracy—is a common analytical error social scientists 
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make when commenting on the politics of the Muslim world. This chapter is 
devoted to explicating this idea. 3 

In broad terms, this chapter reexamines the relationship between religion 
and political development. Specifically, I will map out a historical context that 
will form the foundation for the development of a liberal-democratic theory for 
Muslim societies. After a review of the place of religion in liberal-democratic 
and political modernization theory, the bulk of this chapter will provide an 
alternative reading of the rise of Islamic fundamentalism. The accent will be 
on situating the rise of religious fundamentalism as an integral yet temporary 
phase in the long-term process of political development, which has little to do 
with religious essences but rather is deeply connected to the onset of moderni¬ 
ty and the social upheaval that often accompanies the rapid transformation of 
traditional societies. 

I argue three specific but interrelated points in this chapter. 

(1) Mainstream scholarship in the field of liberal-democratic theory and 
modernization theory has been largely unhelpful in understanding the theoret¬ 
ical questions related to the struggle for liberal democracy in Muslim societies. 

(2) Islamic fundamentalism is a much more complicated social phenomenon 
than is generally recognized. Its emergence and persistence in the Muslim world, 
in the latter half of the twentieth century, was predictable and is understandable. 

(3) Radical religious protest movements, such as Islamism, have a proto¬ 
modern character to them. Their impact and relationship to the development 
of liberal democracy can be better appreciated by focusing on their sociological 
effects over the long term rather than on their doctrinal content. 

The central theoretical claim of this chapter is that historical depth is required 
to understand the complicated relationship between religion, modernization, 
and democracy. It is often assumed—mistakenly—that the development of 
democracy, human rights, and pluralism in the West was a smooth process. 
A critical reading of history indicates that this was not the case; thus a 
complication-free path to political development should not be assumed in 
other regional or cultural contexts. 

As to methodology, this chapter adopts a comparative historical approach. 
Because many of the preeminent political questions within the Muslim world 
today directly relate to the relationship between religion and democracy in a way 
that echoes the debates on religion and the emergence of democracy in Europe 
during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, I emphasize the parallels 
between the two periods and regions. By approaching this topic from such a 
vantage point I seek to counter a key axiom of the clash of civilizations thesis 
which after 11 September 2001, has resurfaced and has understandably won 
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new followers. 4 This axiom emphasizes a fundamental ontological incompati¬ 
bility between civilizations, Islam and Latin Christendom in particular. 
A comparative historical methodological approach that focuses on civilizational 
commonalities and political development serves as a counternarrative to this 
widely debated and popular thesis. 

Similarly, this comparative approach to the study of Muslim politics is 
meant to provide an alternative reading to the widely held perspective that 
interprets Islamic fundamentalism as a unique peculiarity located in the 
cultural essence of Muslim civilization. I argue that Western observers of the 
Muslim world today should recall their own history of political development 
and recognize distinct parallels with Muslim societies, where violence and 
religious radicalism marked the transition between tradition and modernity 
and where the origins of liberal democracy can be located. 


John Rawls and Religion: Normative and Empirical Caveats 
for Liberal Theory 

In John Rawls’s influential book Political Liberalism, he is concerned with how a 
plural society in which citizens have a variety of socially embedded, reasonable, 
but deeply opposed comprehensive doctrines can arrive at an overlapping 
consensus. 5 His normative recommendation is that on major questions of 
quasi-constitutional importance, individuals should only advance political 
causes and arguments based on freestanding conceptions of justice that are 
not rooted in one of the comprehensive, but opposing, doctrines found in a 
polity. 6 Rawls thus argues that certain types of disputes—such as disputes 
about religion—should be taken off the political agenda. He writes: “when 
certain matters are taken off the political agenda, they are no longer regarded 
as appropriate subjects for political decision by a majority or other plurality 
votings.” 7 Political Liberalism leaves democratic theorists with the normative 
injunction—buttressed by the preeminent philosophical standing of Rawls 
himself—that important public arguments about the place of religion in 
society are only appropriate if they employ freestanding conceptions of political 
justice. 8 

While Rawls’s theory is both persuasive and internally consistent, Alfred 
Stepan points out that there is a serious flaw in his approach. Stepan contends 
that Rawls devotes no attention to the subject of how actual polities have 
consensually and democratically arrived at quasi-constituent agreements to 
“take religion off the political agenda.” Indeed, if we are interested in political 
struggles over the role of religion in the polis that are arrived at via consensual 
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democratic agreements, “it is important to stress that almost none of them 
empirically, discursively, or even normatively, were confined to the Rawlsian 
liberal normative map .” 9 

In an important note, Stepan cites a private communication with Bruce 
Ackerman on this point. Ackerman confirms that his and Rawls’s endeavors 
are aimed at providing fully developed philosophical arguments for an ideal end 
state for a liberal-democratic society. Scholars such as Alfred Stepan and his 
colleague, Juan Linz, are concerned with the historically different and prior 
question of how concrete polities have created the minimal conditions for de¬ 
mocracy . 10 It is this question that is germane for our discussion here and our 
larger concern about the development of liberal democracy in Muslim societies. 

Politics involves conflict. The development of liberal democracy provided a 
path to regulate and institutionalize the management of conflict . 11 Often 
forgotten, however, in democratic theory is that in many long-standing liberal 
democracies the major source of conflict for a long period of time was the place 
of religion in society. In many of these countries, the political containment or 
marginalization of religious conflict was only constructed after long, emotion¬ 
al, and often bitter public arguments. Extensive political negotiation had to take 
place prior to the reaching of a consensus on the proper relationship between 
religion and government . 12 

To arrive at a consensus on the role of religion in political society, Stepan 
reminds us that an emerging democracy normally entertains public theologi¬ 
cal arguments. During the process of political debate and contestation some 
proponents of the democratic bargain are able to gain ascendance, or at least 
acquiescence within their religious community for the democratic bargain, by 
employing religious doctrinal arguments that are not conceptually freestand¬ 
ing, but rather are deeply and sometimes uniquely embedded in their own 
religious communities’ experience and comprehensive doctrine . 13 The thrust 
of Stepan’s argument is summarized as follows: 

One can expect, therefore, that in polities where a significant component 
of one of the world’s major religions may be under the sway of a 
nondemocratic doctrinally based religious discourse, one of the major 
tasks of political and spiritual leaders who would like, for whatever 
reason, to revalue democratic norms in their own religious community 
will be continually to mount theologically convincing public arguments 
about the legitimate multivocality of their religion. Such arguments 
may violate Rawls’s requirement for freestanding public reasoning—but 
they may be vital to the success of the democratization process in a 
country in the midst of a contestation over the meaning and the 
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appropriateness of democracy. Liberal arguing has a place in a 
democracy, but it would empty meaning and history out of political 
philosophy if we did not leave a place for democratic bargaining, and for 
some forms of nonliberal public argument within religious 
communities, in such democratic bargaining . 14 

As Ackerman concedes, the paradigm of political liberalism assumes not only 
that a democratic transition has taken place but that liberal democracy has long 
been consolidated and its core values entrenched within the political culture. 
In the case of non-Western societies that have yet to make a transition to 
democracy, the dominant paradigm in the scholarly literature for the past 
fifty years has been modernization theory. Both the theory of political liberal¬ 
ism and modernization theory are paradigms that share common epistemo¬ 
logical and teleological assumptions about social change, the idea of progress, 
the proper course of political development, and the role of religion within this 
developmental trajectory. As Irene Gendzier has noted, “theories of Political 
Development and, more generally, interpretations of Third World political 
change were based on contemporary theories of liberal democracy.” She 
adds, “set in historical perspective. Political Development theories, as exten¬ 
sions of contemporary liberal-democratic theories, share a common historical 
origin .” 15 The next section is devoted to explicating these common origins. 


Political Modernization Theory and Religion 

The predominant claim of modernization theory is that economic development is 
linked to coherent and predictable changes in cultural and sociopolitical life . 16 As 
a society moves forward and makes a transition from an agrarian-based economy 
to an industrial one, this leads to occupational specialization, higher literacy rates, 
and growing income levels. The cultural changes that result from this process 
lead to changes in gender roles, attitudes toward authority, and sexual mores; 
declining birthrates; and eventually greater political participation. 

In a broad sense, the process of modernization simply means replacing old 
patterns of thought, action, association, and belief with new ones. When 
students in the social sciences read the influential works in the Western 
canon, from Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau to Hegel, Mill, and Marx, they are 
doing so against the backdrop and evolution of modernity in Europe. This 
process of social change and evolution was organic to Europe. In the context of 
many developing societies, however, the social transformations that moderni¬ 
zation brought was largely not a result of an indigenous process—as it was in 
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Europe, where it was connected to changes in civil society—but rather was 
driven by the exogenous forces of European colonialism and imperialism in 
alliance with local elites. This partly explains modernization’s destabilizing 
effects and will be explored in greater depth in the final chapter. 

As far as the academic literature about Third World development is 
concerned, its origins date back about a half century to when two important 
processes coincided: the emergence of the United States as a superpower and 
the decolonization of large parts of Africa and Asia after World War II. The 
political macrophenomena of social change and economic development of 
these regions received new attention from the U.S. government whose new¬ 
found superpower status expanded its national interests globally. The upswing 
of this development in international relations was increased funding for the 
study of the Third World in the United States, which manifested itself most 
significantly in the work of the American Social Science Research Council 
Committee on Comparative Politics. The body of literature that emerged from 
this committee gave strong impetus to theory construction and set the para¬ 
meters for mainstream scholarly discussion of the problems of political devel¬ 
opment in the Third World. Collectively, this body of scholarship is known as 
“modernization theory,” and it is intellectually indebted to the theories of Max 
Weber and Talcott Parsons. 17 The academics who were most intimately 
connected with this school of thought and who wrote extensively and influen¬ 
tially in this area include Gabriel Almond, Lucien Pye, David Apter, Samuel 
Huntington, James Coleman, Cyril Black, Sidney Verba, Danlcwart Rustow, 
Daniel Lerner, and David McClelland. 18 

In a 1968 article on the social aspects of modernization in the developing 
world, Daniel Lerner, a widely cited modernization theorist, defined his topic 
as “the social change whereby less developed societies acquire characteristics 
common to more developed societies.” 19 The diffusion of values from the West 
to the non-West, increasing urbanization, literacy, political participation, mate¬ 
rial consumption, and the ability to control nature via modern technology were 
all deemed essential aspects of the modernization process. Similarly, Gabriel 
Almond and G. Bingham Powell defined political development as “the 
increased differentiation and specialization of political structures and the 
increased secularization of political cultures .” 20 

The focus on secularization is important to this discussion. While there 
was no single monolithic “modernization theory” but rather “theories,” most 
political modernization theorists implicitly subscribed to the view that a 
core problem afflicting development in Asia, Africa, and the Middle East was 
that these societies were excessively “traditional” and could only move forward 
via a process of modernization. In other words, the replacing of traditional 
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patterns of thought, belief, habit, and custom with secular-rational thinking 
was required. 

Traditional societies were thought to be static and unchanging; the rhythm 
of life in them was seen as circular, not linear and progressive; creativity 
and innovation were thought to be nonexistent; and, critically, religion was 
viewed as a significant barrier to progress because it promoted notions of 
fatalism, superstition, and otherworldliness. The secularization thesis is 
thus the sine qua non of modernization theory, as religion—drawing on a 
key axiom of Enlightenment liberal thought—was considered to be the very 
embodiment of tradition. As Donald E. Smith noted over twenty-five years 
ago—representing the dominant view at the time, which remains largely 
unchallenged—“Political development includes, as one of its basic processes, 
the secularization of polities, the progressive exclusion of religion from 
the political system.” 21 Summarizing the academic field of political develop¬ 
ment with regard to modernization theory, Fred R. von der Mehden has 
observed: 

The high point of the modernization and development field in the 
United States lasted about two decades from the early 1950s to 
the early 1970s. It began with the social sciences accepting most of 
R. Nisbet’s premises regarding social evolution: that change is natural, 
directional, immanent, continuous, necessary, and proceeds from 
uniform causes, and that “one could categorize non-Western peoples 
as not simply exotic or difficult but as reflecting lower stages of an 
evolutionary advancement that was thought to be universal.” This 
picture changes over the years as the process of development was 
found to be more complex, but the portrayal of religion as at the very 
least not conducive to modernization continued to be far less 
challenged in the general conceptual literature than it was in 
particularistic empirical studies. 22 


Islamic Fundamentalism and Democracy: 

A Dissenting Perspective 

In an article on the dismal prospects for democracy in the Arab world, Lisa 
Anderson begins by recalling the scholarly contribution of two prominent 
political scientists on the theoretical preconditions for democracy. 23 The first 
scholar, Harvard professor Samuel P. Huntington, in a widely read essay in 
1984, “Will More Countries Become Democratic,” disputed an earlier thesis by 



30 ISLAM, SECULARISM, AND LIBERAL DEMOCRACY 


Dankwart Rustow, that the only essential precondition for democracy was a 
shared national identity. 24 Huntington responded that other factors were 
important as well, most significantly economic growth. He discussed an 
economic “zone of transition” that corresponded to the upper third of the 
World Bank’s middle-income countries that could lead to a transition from 
authoritarianism to either communism or democracy. He further theorized 
that a market economy and a bourgeoisie were necessary but not sufficient for 
the emergence of democracy. 25 Turning to the Muslim world, Huntington 
bluntly stated that its prospects for democracy were not good, as it lacked the 
essential preconditions needed for a democratic transition. 

Among Islamic countries, particularly those in the Middle East, the 
prospects for democratic development seem low. The Islamic revival 
and particularly the rise of Shiite fundamentalism, would seem to 
reduce even further the likelihood of democratic development, 
particularly since democracy is often identified with the very Western 
influences the revival strongly opposes. 26 

Huntington’s observation that the rise of Islamic fundamentalism in the public 
sphere of Muslim societies is antithetical to democratization seems axiomatic 
and difficult to dispute—at first glance. This is particularly true when 
one discusses the prospects for liberal democracy in light of mainstream Islamist 
positions that often qualify the concept of popular sovereignty with religious 
safeguards and take issue with universal standards of human rights as embodied 
in international law. 2 - 7 In this chapter, however, I offer a dissenting view on the 
relationship between Islamic fundamentalism and democratic development. 

The main difference between my dissenting view and the conventional 
perspective, as represented by Samuel Huntington, for example, is that Hunting- 
tori s view is only valid from a short-term perspective. The emphasis he places on 
the doctrinal incompatibility of Islamic fundamentalism with liberal democracy 
is beyond dispute. However, if one takes the longer view of history, the emergence 
of Islamic fundamentalism and its contributions to democratization—in certain 
national contexts—can be interpreted differently. 28 

I argue in this chapter that the actual content of Islamic fundamentalist 
thought is less important than the social conditions that give rise to it. The 
process of the rapid modernization of traditional societies sometimes produces 
a radical interpretation of religion as a response to social dislocation and 
political uncertainty. Islamic fundamentalism is a much more complicated 
social phenomenon than is generally appreciated, and its long-term effect may 
include latent benefits for the development of liberal democracy in the Muslim 
world. 29 In order to appreciate this argument I will emphasize the sociological 
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impact of Islamism, while viewing its doctrinal orientation—albeit highly 
significant in its immediate influence on society—as a less important element 
in the long-term political development of Muslim societies. 30 


Comparing Histories: Islam and Christianity 

More than a decade ago, Gregg Easterbrook suggested that in terms of the 
ebbing and flowing of religious passions, Islam was in the same historical 
space once occupied by Christianity during the High Middle Ages and early 
modern period. He wrote: 

Ought Islam to be considered barbarian because the religion 
sometimes sparks rioting and has followers who endorse that 
internally contradictory concept, the “holy war”? Neither speaks well 
of Islamic values, but consider an intriguing historical parallel. 

Today’s Moslem extremism is occurring about 1,300 years after the 
death of Mohammed, in 632 a.d. The low ebb of Christianity—the 
Inquisition, followed by decades of mutual slaughter among Catholics 
and Protestants—began approximately the same number of years 
after the death of Christ. A low point of Judaism—the final loss of the 
Holy Land to the Romans—came in 70 a.d. , a few centuries more 
than a thousand years after Moses led the flight from Egypt. This 
could be nothing but coincidence. But perhaps major religions, 
involving as they do deep-seated webs of philosophy, emotion and 
politics, require a millennium to shake themselves out. 31 

To compare religious traditions is not to equate them. The study of history, 
however, would be rendered meaningless unless one could draw on relevant 
historical analogies to illuminate contemporary phenomena. A major assump¬ 
tion of this book is that the similarities between Islam and Christianity—and 
the radical protest movements they have spawned at approximately the same 
time (in their respective histories) and for many of the same reasons—are 
significant enough to merit a comparison. 32 Before proceeding with this 
comparison, I shall pause to consider some potential objections. 


Problems of Civilizational Comparison 

Any comparison is fraught with danger. This is particularly true when compar¬ 
ing cases that at first glance seem unconnected: political change in seventeenth- 
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century Europe and the twenty-first-century Middle East. Initial objections are 
likely to be raised on methodological grounds because the comparison is not 
adhering to formats for comparison that are generally used in the comparative 
politics literature: the longitudinal (diachronic) and the crossnational (syn¬ 
chronic). 33 Thus, contemporary Iran and nineteenth-century Iran can be com¬ 
pared; or contemporary Iran and contemporary Turkey can be compared; but 
comparing contemporary Iran and seventeenth-century England is problematic. 
According to Arend Lijphart, comparisons should be made between similar 
cases so that differences can be analyzed with systematic precision. Comparing 
social phenomena with too many different variables poses a problem for 
a rigorous comparative inquiry, especially when dealing with only two case 
studies. 34 

Objections are also likely to be raised that a comparison between political 
development in (sixteenth- and seventeenth-century) Europe and the (twenti¬ 
eth- and twenty-first-century) Middle East suffers from a modernization theory 
bias. In particular, the linear teleological assumptions of modernization 
theory with respect to the dichotomy between “tradition” and “modernity” 
and the inevitable triumph of secular liberal democracy might be raised as 
an objection. Dependency theorists might argue that the economic contexts in 
the two cases are significantly different both globally and within each of the 
regions under consideration, making a comparison difficult. Finally, cultural 
essentialists are likely to be offended by the very notion of a comparison 
between Christianity/Europe and the Middle East/Islam either in the past or 
present. Their objections would likely increase in the context of a discussion of 
the similarities between Islamic fundamentalism and radical Protestantism as 
precursors to the development of a liberal-democratic polity. 35 

These objections are misplaced. This chapter demonstrates that traditional 
societies on the brink of modernity undergo and experience similar processes 
of dislocation, anxiety, breakdown, and reconstruction for many of the same 
reasons and with outcomes that are comparable. This is especially true in 
societies where religion is a key marker of identity. Particularly salient for 
this discussion is the rise of religious radicalism during the time of transition. 
Social scientists familiar with the political history of both early modern Europe 
and the contemporary Middle East, will be immediately struck by the simila¬ 
rities. As one author has astutely noted, “as the years pass, the choices being 
made in the Muslim countries seem increasingly familiar to the student of 
tumultuous early-modern Britain, when the fabled British sobriety gave way to 
religious radicalism, armed struggle and a bloody civil war.” 3<5 

Fred Dallmayr has also raised a number of important caveats with respect to 
historical analogies. They are “always hazardous,” he observes. “There may 
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indeed be superficial historical parallels; but their occurrence is often peculiarly 
twisted and their significance counterintuitive.” The reason for emphasizing 
this interpretive point is due to a “lack of linearity.” The study of history, Dallmayr 
reminds us, “is a dense fabric of multiple strands whose status and interrela¬ 
tion are open to multiple interpretations and reinterpretations. Even if one 
strand at a given time and place could be comparable with a similar strand 
elsewhere, the immense complexity of historical contexts would thwart any 
simple analogy.” 

The problem is “compounded or accentuated,” he notes, in crosscultural 
or crosscivilizational comparisons “where the terms ‘culture’ or ‘civilization’ 
stand for inherited frames of meaning and ways of life shared among larger 
groups of people.” Prudence is warranted because 

although perhaps not impossible, any attempt to move laterally 
beyond or across such frames is likely to be suspect on epistemic as 
well as experiential grounds. The suspicion is bound to be particularly 
strong among historians whose professional training tends to alert 
them more to concrete particularities than to bland uniformities, 
more to fine nuances than to glib abstractions. Even non-historians, 
however, can see the problem: there is no prima facie evidence for 
assuming that the histories of cultures—and the stories of their 
people—are synchronized or readily convertible. 

In the end, however, after considering the potential drawbacks in 
making broad historical analogies—especially across time and between 
cultures—Dallmayr cautiously endorses this methodological approach. His 
observations, while theoretical, are made in the concluding essay of a 
volume—entitled An Islamic Reformation ?—that presents numerous paral¬ 
lels between the earlier religious reformations that took place in Christen¬ 
dom and the contemporary Muslim Middle East. 37 I am in broad agreement 
both with Fred Dallmayr’s caveats against and arguments for a comparison 
between religious and political developments in Christian Europe and the 
Muslim Middle East. 38 

One further point bears directly on the development of a liberal-democratic 
theory for Muslim societies. When religious societies are under the sway of 
an illiberal and undemocratic political doctrine, transitions to liberal democracy 
cannot avoid dealing with the topic of political authority, in particular the moral 
basis of legitimate political authority. Some doctrinal reformulation or recon¬ 
sideration is required in this area. I will explore this topic in greater 
detail in chapter 2; suffice it to say here that the historical analogy I will draw 
between Islam and Christianity is strongly congruent with a construction of 
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liberal-democratic theory that has as one of its central components the clash 
between authoritarian and democratic conceptions of government. 

Both Christianity in the early modern period and Islam today had to 
grapple with the idea of the moral basis of legitimate political authority. 
More important, they had to do so in the context of rival notions of political 
legitimacy rooted in holy scripture. The emergence and social construction of 
an indigenous version of political secularism was an integral part of this 
development trajectory. Overcoming religious opposition to emerging liberal- 
democratic ideas was also part of this long-term political process that scholar¬ 
ship on the development of liberal democracy has generally ignored. To better 
appreciate this critically important relationship between religion and demo¬ 
cratic development, a discussion of an obscure event that took place in a small 
town in the heart of Europe almost live hundred years ago is most illustrative. 


The Case of Munster 

On 25 February 1534, the German town of Munster was taken over by Anabap¬ 
tist zealots who established a radical theological dictatorship. 39 Those who 
refused to undergo rebaptism were expelled without food or belongings in 
the middle of a snowstorm. The new regime restructured the local government 
by canceling all debts, burning financial records, and confiscating food, money, 
and other valuables. A new moral tyranny was imposed on the citizenry, the 
most dramatic example being the burning of all books except the Bible. 
Blasphemy, seditious language, scolding one’s parents, backbiting, adultery, 
even complaining were now considered sins and punishable by death. Polyga¬ 
my was instituted, and unmarried women were ordered to marry the first man 
who asked them. Forty-nine women were executed and their bodies dismem¬ 
bered as a result of their failure to comply with this new law. A harsh dress code 
was also implemented; houses were routinely searched and surplus goods 
confiscated. 

It was not long before news of the plight of Munster reached the outside 
world. Franz van Waldeck, a Catholic bishop from Munster who managed to 
escape, recruited a mercenary army that surrounded and laid siege to the town. 
Confusion and chaos soon took over Munster as the siege tightened. From 
within the Anabaptist rebel ranks, a new leader emerged by the name of John 
Beukels of Leiden, popularly known as John of Leiden. One of his first acts was 
to call a town meeting in which he proclaimed: “Now God has chosen me to be 
king over the whole world.... But what I am doing I must do, for God has 
elected me therefor. Dear brothers and sisters, Let us for this thank God.” 4 ° 
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As the siege continued and starvation set in, John retained power through 
periodic prophetic outbursts, often invoking religious scripture. When this was 
insufficient, outright terror and brute force were his modus operandi; all dissent 
was ruthlessly suppressed. After a failed coup attempt, John oversaw the torture 
and beheading of the plotters. Their bodies were buried in two mass graves in the 
marketplace. Executions and dismemberment were frequent, and the bodies of 
the dead were nailed to trees and gateways as a reminder to others. 

On 25 June 1535—sixteen months after the rebel takeover—Munster was 
finally liberated. The bishop’s troops managed to capture John of Leiden alive, 
and over the next several months he was led in chains from village to village 
across northern Germany as a prisoner of war. On 22 January 1536, he was 
brought back to Munster, and in a public ceremony he was tortured to death 
with red-hot irons. His body was then put in a cage and suspended from 
St. Lambert’s Church. Reportedly, this cage still hangs in Munster today. 

Recalling the Anabaptist uprising in Munster is instructive in shedding light 
on contemporary problems of political development in the Islamic world. 41 The 
Muslim world today is at the beginning of the fifteenth century of the hijra 
(hegira), 42 corresponding to approximately a century before Martin Luther nailed 
his ninety-five theses to the door of the Castle Church in Wittenberg. Christen¬ 
dom in the early sixteenth century, like Islam at a similar age in its historical 
development, was marked by intellectual, political, and religious upheavals. 

In 1516, Sir Thomas More published his Utopia, a book that reflected new 
Renaissance thinking by posing fundamental and heretofore unexamined 
questions about the relationship between church, state and society. A year 
later Martin Luther launched his protest against the sale of indulgences by the 
Catholic Church, an event that unofficially marked the beginning of Protestant¬ 
ism. Early sixteenth-century Europe also witnessed the emergence of a wide 
range of scientific discoveries and overseas exploration as the era of modern 
capitalism and colonialism began in earnest. The printing press created a media 
revolution that brought new ideas, partisan rhetoric, and a spirit of inquiry to 
the people. Most significantly, it made the Bible accessible to the masses in the 
local vernacular. Thomas Hobbes was to complain that this was one of the 
principal causes of the English Revolution (1640-1660). He wrote in Behemoth : 

For after the Bible was translated into English, every man, nay, every 
boy and wench, that could read English, thought they spoke with 
God Almighty, and understood what he said.... the reverence and 
obedience due to the Reformed Church here, and to the bishops 
and pastors therein, was cast off; and every man became a judge 
of religion, and an interpreter of the Scriptures to himself. 43 
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Soon the Reformation and Counter-Reformation engulfed Europe, dividing 
the continent both religiously and politically. 44 

Similarly, the latter half of the twentieth century has ushered in profound 
social and political changes for Muslim societies. The ending of the era of 
colonialism saw the emergence of many nominally independent Muslim 
majority states, marked by an abundance of military coups detat, inter-state 
wars, revolutions, an oil boom, foreign interventions, high rates of population 
growth and urbanization, and growing socioeconomic inequality. 45 The forces 
of economic and cultural globalization have significantly transformed the 
traditional way of life in Muslim societies, and coupled with a general absence 
of democracy, this has produced numerous social pathologies, the most signif¬ 
icant being the rise of Islamic fundamentalism. 

Social scientists who have studied the period note that there was “nothing 
very unusual about the rebellion that occurred in Munster, or that it took the 
form of a religious movement. Similar events were common in medieval 
Europe.” 46 In other words, it was a sign of, and a reaction to, the changing 
times. The turbulent world of English politics in the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries was not far removed from events in Munster. It was similarly going 
through the early stages of modernization, with its accompanying destabilizing 
effects, a subject I will explore in greater depth later in terms of its parallels 
with Islamic fundamentalism. 

According to the historian John Trumpbour, many of the radical Protestant 
sects in England “were haunted by the spectre of Munster and they talked 
about it often.” 47 In Puritanism and Revolution: Studies in Interpretation of the 
English Revolution of the Seventeenth Century, Christopher Hill reports on this 
connection. 

Henceforth its memory and that of John of Leyden remained as a 
horror story to make the flesh of heretics creep, or to justify 
suppression of the lower orders if they chanced to get out of hand. The 
thirty-eighth article of faith of the Church of England is directed 
against Anabaptist communism: “The riches and goods of Christians 
are not common as touching the right, title, and possession of the 
same, as certain Anabaptists do falsely boast.” The forty-first article of 
1552, omitted in the Elizabethan prayer-book, was aimed specifically 
against the millenarian doctrine. In 1594 Thomas Nashe, in The 
Unfortunate Traveller, expressed a typical ruling-class attitude when he 
spoke of John of Leyden and his fellows as “such as thought they knew 
as much of Gods minde as richer men.” It was not for the poor to give 
themselves such airs. In the sixteen-forties Oliver Cromwell, Sir 
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Arthur Hesilrige, and John Lilburne were all referred to as “John of 
Leyden” by political enemies wanting to discredit them. But for the 
more radical groups Munster was not a horror story at all. The Leveller 
William Walwyn spoke of “that lying story of that injured 
people ... the Anabaptists of Munster.” Another Leveller, Richard 
Overton, asked, “Who writ the Histories of the Anabaptists but their 
Enemies?” John Bunyan is said to have reflected the ideal of Munster 
in his picture of the town of Mansoul in The Holy War. 4& 

Returning to the case of the Muslim world, the emergence of radical Islamist 
movements at the end of the twentieth century can be understood in the same 
social and historical context which characterized Europe during the early modern 
period. The parallels between the two time periods are worth emphasizing as a 
counterpoint to the generally accepted view that interprets Islamism as a sui 
generis ideology rooted in the cultural essence of Muslim societies. In reading 
about the religious zealotry and ferocity of John of Leiden and his followers, one is 
reminded of Osama bin Laden, Ayman al-Zawahiri, and the Taliban. 49 The 
parallels are striking, and in significant ways the similarities between both groups 
outweigh their differences, not only in their political motivations, social origins, 
and idiom of expression but also in their religiohistorical context. 

In attempting to explain the motivations that lay behind the attack on New 
York on n September 2001, Fouad Ajami observed that Islam did not produce 
Mohammed Atta, the lead hijacker, but rather he was born of his country’s 
struggle to reconcile tradition with modernity. 50 Similarly, Thomas Friedman 
perceptively wrote that almost “all of the fifteen Saudi hijackers on Sept. 11 
came from one of the country’s poorer regions, Asir, which has recently 
undergone a rapid but socially disruptive modernization.” 51 

While there are many similarities between radical Protestant movements 
of the sixteenth century and radical Sunni groups in the late twentieth century, 
one should also be aware of the differences. Lewis Spitz draws attention to 
some wild sexual excesses among the most radical Christian groups. He 
observes that there “were even cases of radicals indulging in sexual intercourse 
while lying on an altar, no doubt to demonstrate the triumph of pure spirit over 
the flesh.” 52 Their Muslim counterparts today would undoubtedly be horrified 
by such religiously sanctioned public behavior. 

When comparing religiously inspired protest movements in Europe in the 
sixteenth century with those in the Middle East in the late twentieth century, 
two observations are worth noting. Democracy and human rights in the West 
did not emerge from documents but rather from social struggle, in particular 
from contentious and disputatious politics of which religion was a central 
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point of conflict. Europe has indeed traveled a long way in terms of its own 
political development in the last five hundred years. Any objective attempt to 
explore the problems of democracy and political development in non-Western 
societies, particularly Muslim societies, requires a rethinking of the develop¬ 
ment of democracy in the West—especially with respect to the role of religion 
in politics—and an appreciation that the road has been extremely rough and 
bumpy with many potholes and detours along the way. 

Second, we should be wary of the tendency to read history backward 
instead of forward. There is an implicit assumption in much of the commen¬ 
tary about the Muslim world today, both scholarly and journalistic, that in 
comparison, the West has always been liberal and democratic and that one can 
draw a straight line from Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle in ancient Greece to 
Isaiah Berlin, John Rawls, and Ronald Dworkin in late twentieth-century 
England and North America. As a counterpoint, Mark Mazower has suggested 
that it is fundamentally wrong to see Europe as the natural home of democracy 
and freedom. Rather, in the last one hundred years it was “frequently a night¬ 
marish laboratory for social and political engineering, inventing and reinvent¬ 
ing itself through war, revolution and ideological competition.” 53 

Communism and fascism, Mazower argues, “should be regarded not as 
exceptions to the general rule of democracy, but as alternative forms of govern¬ 
ment that attracted millions of Europeans by offering different solutions to 
challenges of the modern world. By 1940 the prospects for democratic govern¬ 
ment looked bleak, and Europe’s future seemed to he in Hitler’s hands.” 54 
These are sobering reminders for a Western audience struggling to understand 
the politics of Muslim societies in the aftermath of 11 September 2001. 


Islam, Modernization, and Development 

The rise of Islamic fundamentalism at the end of the twentieth century was a 
baffling development for many observers of the Middle East. It seemed to 
confirm the worst prejudices and stereotypes about Islam and Muslims. How 
could large numbers of people, in the age of secular reason, at the end of the 
twentieth century identify in such a profound way with a militant version of 
religion as the primary source of their identity? This not only challenged the 
received wisdom of both the Enlightenment and social science theory but also 
gave credence to an “essentialist” and reductive interpretation of Muslim 
politics that was allegedly dominated by an antidemocratic core set of values. 
Bernard Lewis, Ernest Gellner, and Martin Kramer are three prominent repre¬ 
sentatives of this school of thought. 
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The emergence of fundamentalism in the Muslim world instead of 
liberal democracy is often explained as a function of the unique peculiarities 
of Islamic civilization. Despotism—according to this theory—is at the very 
core of the Muslim faith, as it demands submission both to God and to 
those who rule in his name . 55 In an often-cited Orientalist cliche, Islam 
does not recognize a separation between religion and politics but is a total 
way of life, the implication being that a totalitarian system is the natural 
state of affairs . 56 

Bernard Lewis explains that one reason for the absence of liberal democ¬ 
racy in the Muslim world is that Islam discouraged the formation of indepen¬ 
dent groups that might have challenged despotic rule. In what is today a 
standard Orientalist trope, the problems of contemporary Muslim societies 
can be located in medieval Muslim history. “Islamic law,” Lewis writes, “knows 
no corporate legal persons; Islamic history shows no councils or communes, no 
synods or parliaments, nor any other kind of elective or representative assem¬ 
bly. It is interesting that the jurists never accepted the principle of majority 
decision—there was no point, since the need for a procedure of corporate 
decision never arose .” 57 Delving deeper into the history of medieval Islam to 
explain the contemporary absence of democracy, Lewis adds: “the political 
experience of the Middle East under the caliphs and sultans was one of almost 
unrelieved autocracy, in which obedience to the sovereign was a religious as 
well as a political obligation, and disobedience a sin as well as a crime .” 58 

Ernest Gellner, a towering figure in the social sciences, similarly locates 
the modern problems of political development in the Muslim world in a 
cultural essence located deep in the annals of Muslim society and history 
(which he assumed was uniform ). 59 According to Gellner, the “High Culture” 
of the urban ulama (clergy) and bourgeoisie in Muslim society was character¬ 
ized as scriptural and puritanical and is normative for the urban life of the 
entire Islamic world. This is to be contrasted with the “low culture” of folk 
Islam, which was more tolerant and flexible. Under modern conditions this 
scriptural puritanism is appropriated at the mass level as part of the process of 
political centralization, urbanization, and mass education. Islamic fundamen¬ 
talism is thus “the demand for the realization of this norm, and the popular 
support it enjoys stems from the aspiration to the High Culture by the newly 
urbanized masses.” This explanation of Muslim politics, Gellner argues, is 
“entirely congruent with the requirements of industrialisation and of political 
modernity, contrary to the previously dominant assumptions of social theory 
that modernity requires secularization .” 60 In short, the rise of Islamic funda¬ 
mentalism in the late twentieth century is an authentic representation of the 
totality of Muslim society. 
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Martin Kramer is the most recent author of repute who works within the 
foregoing doctrinal framework when writing about Muslim societies. In a 
discussion about modern Middle Eastern history, he has written: “of the 
many fundamentalisms that have emerged within Islam during recent years, 
perhaps none has had so profound an impact on the human imagination as 
Hizbullah—‘the Party of God.’” 61 In attempting to explain their political 
behavior, he has noted that “more than any other fundamentalist movement 
in recent history, Hizbullah evoked the memory of the medieval Assassins, 
who had been feared in the West and Islam for their marriage of fierce 
militancy with destructive deeds.” 2 The linking of the activities of Hizbullah, 
a late twentieth-century Islamist group, with the twelfth-century Assassins is 
typical of how some Orientalist scholars interpret contemporary events in the 
Muslim world in a way that seems to suggest that the more complex modern 
forces of demographic shifts, economic disparity, cultural transformation, and 
foreign interventions should not be taken into account. 

Juan Eduardo Campo, in an incisive and acerbic response to Kramer, has 
noted: “One can only imagine the objections that would be raised if a respected 
American Studies scholar were to interpret Chicano or African American gang 
activity in American cities in terms of ancient Aztec or African warrior reli¬ 
gions, while neglecting to discuss the immediate social, cultural, and economic 
causes.” 63 Campo’s comment on the modern socioeconomic crisis of state and 
society in the Middle East and its relationship to the emergence of religious 
fundamentalism merits some investigation as an alternative reading of the 
problems of Muslim political development. 4 


The Malaise of Modernity and Political Islam 

While fundamentalism is often considered an exclusively Muslim phenome¬ 
non, it is important to acknowledge that all the major religions have experi¬ 
enced this form of militant religious piety. 5 The fact that it first emerged in the 
West (recall the Anabaptists uprising in Munster) is not accidental, given that 
the process of modernization had its initial and most consequential impact in 
Europe and later the United States. 

The momentous transformation of society and culture over the last two 
centuries has profoundly altered the way human beings relate to one 
another and view the world around them. In the twentieth century in 
particular, there has been a discernible shift away from large extended 
families and a group-based identity and toward a more individual-centered 
existence. This passing of traditional society has also included a weakening 
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of parental authority, the questioning and rejection of religious authority, 
changing sexual mores, the rise of individualism, and the reliance on 
instrumentalism reason. While these trends are not visible in equal magni¬ 
tude in every country, they do exist to varying degrees across most societies 
and are intimately connected to what Charles Taylor has termed the “mal¬ 
aise of modernity.” 66 

Modernity has also been identified with an increase in social problems 
such as higher divorce and crime rates, alcohol and drug addiction, neurologi¬ 
cal disorders, and family breakdown. These social problems has given rise in 
troubled times to questions of authenticity and a search for “identity'’ that can 
help the individual and his or her community navigate through the troubled 
waters of the modern age. 

Throughout human history, during times of great social transformation 
and political turmoil, a natural concomitant has been the revival of religion. 
During the Mongol occupation of Russia (1237-1480), for example, the Ortho¬ 
dox Church experienced one of its greatest periods of growth. 67 A similar 
phenomenon occurred in the United States in the mid-nineteenth century 
with the onset of the rapid industrialization of America. Put simply, social 
upheaval induces a reaction where people seek stability and security by return¬ 
ing to the basic and the familiar. Muslim societies are no different in this 
regard. 68 Writing specifically about the Muslim reaction to modernity, James 
Piscatori observes: 

Muslims are in a sense looking for what Daniel Bell called “new rites 
of incorporation” which link today’s deracinated individual to a 
community and a history. And yet, in another sense, they are looking, 
rather, for old rites of incorporation that appear to be new even as they 
are familiar. Religion, precisely because in the past it answered 
questions about life and death and provided its followers with moral 
links to each other, becomes the means by which individuals hope to 
answer the new question of what it is to be modern, and, in so doing, 
to gain perhaps a reassuring, common world-view. In this respect, 
born-again Christians and veiled-again Muslims are responding to the 
same broad phenomenon. 69 

A common target for all fundamentalist groups is secularism, particularly the 
consumer-oriented culture and materialism that is identified with our secular 
age. These movements are all literalist when it comes to interpreting sacred 
scripture and generally view critical readings of the religious texts as heretical. 
To quote from a popular saying among Islamist activists: kulu bid’aten dallalah 
(all innovation is forbidden/on the path of loss). 
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What fundamentalist groups seek to do is bring God down from heaven and 
place religion at the center of social and political debate. “Every fundamentalist 
movement I have studied,” Karen Armstrong notes, “in Judaism, Christianity and 
Islam, is rooted in a profound fear of annihilation—a conviction that the liberal, 
secularist establishment wants to wipe out religion. This is as true of the militant 
Christian groups in the United States as it is of Muslim extremists in Egypt and 
Iran.” The need to “defend Islam,” a common refrain of Muslim fundamentalists, 
indicates a sincere belief that their faith is under assault. “Fundamentalists believe 
they are lighting for survival, and when people feel that their backs are to the wall, 
they can lash out violently like a wounded animal.” 70 

Secondly, the primary audience for fundamentalists is members of their 
own faith who are deemed to have gone astray and lack sufficient piety to attain 
personal salvation. Fundamentalists are against the idea of pluralism in mat¬ 
ters of faith while firmly believing that there is only one correct school of 
interpretation of scripture, religion, and law. 

Significantly, it is important to point out that these movements are not 
traditional in the sense of trying to roll back the clock to a pristine age and 
disengage completely with modern society in the way of Amish Christians or 
Hasidic Jews. Rather, these movements are modern, in terms of both the 
values they are reacting against and their use of modern technology, support 
for postsecondary training, and urban lifestyle. This is most apparent in the 
educational backgrounds of many of their adherents, who tend to come dis¬ 
proportionately from the professions of applied science, engineering, and 
medicine, where the answers are precise and the formulas exact. Ambiguous 
meanings, multiple correct responses, shades of grey, and an appreciation for 
nuance are not part of their intellectual or professional training. Their re¬ 
sponse to contemporary social and political questions is informed by this 
cognitive rigidity. Reflecting on the new millenarian movements, John Sigler 
writes: “there are those... who have a need for clear rules and directions, for 
right and wrong, and... modern culture, with its relativism, and uncertainties, 
clearly fails to provide this needed direction. These new militant movements 
provide not only inerrant scriptural authority, but new families and support in 
an age of loneliness and exaggerated individualism.” Sigler adds: “these move¬ 
ments offer alternatives to the major cultural trends of modernity. They em¬ 
phasize stability, security, solidarity and community. Many people find it hard 
to face the harsh realities of modern life without some sense of order.” 71 The 
stable and supportive communities that these groups offer have been attractive 
to many people in the modern and postmodern eras. 

In commenting on the parallel processes of religious resurgence in disparate 
societies, two scholars have made the important point that the “resurgence of 
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‘fundamentalistic’ promotion of particularistic ideologies and doctrines” should 
be seen as the “recent globe-wide assertion of particularist ideas,” and should be 
comprehended in the context of “increasing globality .” 72 Globalization, in other 
words, based on profound changes in technology and communications, has 
greatly heightened awareness of the plurality of cultures and lifestyles in our 
world among previously segmented and isolated populations. The concept of 
“identity” at its core is relational, in that individuals and groups define themselves 
in relation to other individuals and groups in society. The more we are aware of 
others, the more this forces the question: what is distinct about me and my 
community in a globalized world? In a widely read book. Jihad vs. McWorld 
(1995), Benjamin Barber argued this point, specifically that the rise of ethnor¬ 
eligious nationalism in the late twentieth century is a reaction to the increasing 
political, economic, and cultural interdependence of our planet. 73 In short, the 
rise of particularist identities is a concomitant of globalization. 

The foregoing political, cultural, and sociological insights suggest a need 
for a longer term perspective on the rise of religious fundamentalism, particu¬ 
larly as it relates to problems of democracy in the Muslim world. In the pursuit 
of this end, Fernand Braudel’s concept of the longue duree is highly relevant. 74 


Fernand Braudel and the Longue Duree: The Modernization 
of Muslim Societies 

Fernand Braudel is one of the most widely cited and influential historians of 
the twentieth century. Fie belongs to the Annales school of historians, which 
has made significant contributions to historical research and theory. Departing 
from traditional historical approaches, these historians assume that history 
needs to be comprehended in the context of forces that underlie human 
behavior and not as a simple recalling of discrete human actions. Braudel 
was one of the most prominent historians to suggest that history should 
synthesize data from the social sciences, in particular economics, and thus 
provide a broader historical overview of human societies. 

His concept of the “longue duree” (the study of history as a long duration), 
should be understood in contrast with “l’histoire evenementielle,” event history 
(the study of history as battles, revolutions and the actions of great people). 75 
Braudel’s concept of the longue duree extends the perspective of historical space 
as well as time. Until the Annales school, most historians had taken the juridical 
political unit of the nation-state, duchy, or principality as their starting point. Yet 
when large time spans are considered, geographical features, economic systems, 
or political processes may have more significance for human populations than 
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national borders. In his doctoral thesis, a seminal work on the Mediterranean 
region during the reign of Philip II of Spain, Braudel treated the geohistory of the 
entire area as a “structure” that exerted a myriad of influences on human life 
beginning with the first settlements on the shores of the Mediterranean Sea. “By 
structure,” Braudel wrote, “observers of social questions mean an organization, a 
coherent and fairly fixed series of relationships between realities and social 
masses” that affects the flow and outcome of history . 76 For example, the structure 
of mercantile capitalism in Europe between the fourteenth and eighteenth 
century would be a phase of history that lasted over the longue duree and could 
be studied on its own. “Despite all the obvious changes which run through [this 
period],” Braudel notes, “these four or five centuries of economic life had a certain 
coherence, right up to the upheavals of the eighteenth century and the industrial 
revolution.... These shared characteristics persisted despite the fact that all 
around them, amid other continuities, a thousand reversals and ruptures totally 
altered the face of the world .” 77 

Returning to the study of Muslim societies, Braudel’s concept of the 
longue duree is helpful in assessing the political process of modernization in 
the Middle East and its connection to Islamic fundamentalism. Braudel criti¬ 
cizes l’histoire evenementielle because of its limited explanatory value; in the 
same way, focusing exclusively on the doctrinal-ideological component of 
religious fundamentalism in Muslim societies—at the expense of a sociologi¬ 
cal and historical perspective—also carries an analytical cost that inhibits a 
deeper understanding of the obstacles to political development in the Muslim 
world. In this context, several points should be noted. 


Modernization and Its Discontents in Muslim Societies 

Modernization is a traumatic process. The West took several hundred years to 
develop its secular and democratic institutions through a process of trial and 
error. The Protestant Reformation and Counter-Reformation, the wars of 
religion, political and religious persecution, genocide, the Industrial Revolu¬ 
tion, the exploitation of workers, the rise of nationalism, and World Wars I and 
II resulted in a profound change in all spheres of life—political, economic, 
intellectual, and religious. Today we are witnessing a similar process of trans¬ 
formation in developing countries, with the concomitant destabilizing affects. 

In L. Carl Brown’s comparative treatment of modernization in Europe and 
the Middle East he observes that a “case can be made that the Muslim world 
today is seized with the equivalent of all such [destabilizing] factors plus more.” 
He lists common modernizing developments such as rising literacy rates, the 
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increase in publication of printed material (books, newspapers, journals), rural 
to urban migrations, and growing economic interdependence but notes a 
critical difference with respect to the changes affecting Muslim societies: 
“the time involved [is] squeezed down for today’s Muslims to a few decades 
as opposed to at least a century and a half, if not more, for Reformation 
Europe.” 78 This time compression has added to the instability afflicting Mus¬ 
lim societies today. 

Furthermore, other significant differences can be highlighted in the pro¬ 
cess of modernization and its destabilizing consequences in Europe as op¬ 
posed to the Muslim world. Unlike in Europe, where it was largely an 
indigenous and organic process, in Muslim societies, modernization began 
as a direct result of the colonial encounter with Europe. Instead of innovation, 
their modern experience was one of imitation in an attempt to catch up with 
the West. Muslim countries in the postcolonial era have been largely split 
unhealthily into two camps: the elites who have received a Western-style 
education and have internalized secular values and a large majority who have 
not. Many regimes are in effect gerontocracies of aging men while the majority 
of their populations are under the age of thirty. Most political change since the 
era of formal independence has been forced top-down on society in an accel¬ 
erated manner, not bottom-up via an indigenous process of social evolution, 
civil society engagement, and democratic negotiation. 

In 1935, for example, Reza Pahlavi (the father of the monarch deposed in 
1979) ordered his troops to go into the streets of Tehran to forcibly remove—at 
bayonet point—the veil from women’s heads. These policies were matched in 
neighboring Turkey by Mustafa Kemal Atatiirks harsh secularization and West¬ 
ernization of Turkish society. Two generations later, in the same authoritarian 
way that the Pahlavi monarchy forcibly removed the veil, Ayatollah Khomeini and 
his Islamic revolutionaries imposed it on Iranian women with equal determina¬ 
tion and rigor. Similarly, the rise of political Islam in Turkey can partially be 
explained as a counterreaction to Kemalist secularist policies that were imposed 
on a religious society—99.8 percent of whose people are Muslims—in a top- 
down manner, to the exclusion of Turkey's Islamic identity. 79 In short, before 
there was religious fundamentalism in the Muslim world a modernist form of 
fundamentalism prevailed. It is against this backdrop that we should situate and 
explore the emergence of religious fundamentalism as a broad historical phe¬ 
nomenon. 

This is not the first time societies undergoing intense periods of social 
change have given rise to militant religious movements seeking stability and 
order. Western observers of the Muslim world need to overcome their amnesia 
about their own history and recognize distinct parallels between what is happening 
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today in the Middle East and the early phases of modernization of the West. In the 
current post-September 11 th euphoria about the superiority of Western values, it 
needs to be repeatedly stated that Western history did not begin with human rights, 
democracy, and free markets but rather that their origins lay elsewhere. In this 
context Michael Waked s thesis of the “Revolution of the Saints” is worthy of 
discussion. 


The Walzer Thesis 

Michael Walzer, the prominent American political philosopher, wrote his doctor¬ 
al dissertation at Harvard on the Puritan Revolution in England in the seven¬ 
teenth century, a period of civil war and intense turmoil. He provided a 
comprehensive framework for understanding what he called “the revolution of 
the saints,” which was fundamentally “a study in the origins of radical politics.” 80 
Walzer’s arguments merit extended summary, since he offers a thoughtful and 
analytically useful discussion of this topic that sheds considerable light on 
contemporary Muslim politics. 

The early modern period in England was a time of intense social transfor¬ 
mation marked by population growth, rural to urban migration, and a receding 
of feudalism. 81 According to Walzer, the following social problems provided a 
fertile soil for the emergence of Puritanism in England in the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries. 

First, the “problem of rural ‘depopulation,’ vagabondage, and extensive... 
poverty” due to “rapid population growth [and]... the dislocation of men from the 
old rural society set thousands of beggars wandering the roads.” 82 For over a 
century, “these beggars quite literally formed a distinct social group, completely 
alienated from the worlc-a-day world on whose fringes they dwelt.... Other men, 
driven from the land, poured into the cities ... where they were newly subject to 
the calamities of depression and urban unemployment.” 83 

Second, the “problem of rapid urbanization [and]... with it intensification of 
the dangers of plague and fire ... brought new men into London who could not be 
absorbed by the existing civic institutions.” In the midst of this turmoil, “Puritan¬ 
ism flourished also in the city and especially in the suburbs: in the records of the 
bishop’s court recent immigrants turn up often as members of sectarian religious 
groups. Deprived of village solidarity, disoriented in the great crowds, many men 
must have found solace in Puritan faith and even Puritan discipline.” 84 

On a related point, Walzer discusses “the problem of the religious vacuum 
left by the slow decay and then abrupt collapse of the old church. At a fairly 
early point, both in London and the country, this vacuum began to be filled by 
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Puritanism,” as “once again, for many men, Puritanism provided an alternative 
set of social and spiritual activities .” 85 “Finally ... there was the basic problem 
of social organization raised by the ... end of rural ‘housekeeping,’ the disap¬ 
pearance of urban confraternities and the weakening of guild ties, the 
increased rate of social and geographic mobility, the creation of the urban 
crowd and the urban underworld. How were men to be reorganized, bound 
together in social groups, united for co-operative activity and emotional suste¬ 
nance? It was in response to such questions,” Walzer observes, “that there 
emerged, in the course of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, so many 
new forms of organization and relationship, so many theories of contract 
and covenant. Debate over the precise nature of the new organizations—and 
especially the Puritan organization—makes up considerable part of the tractar- 
ian literature of the period .” 86 

The political order during this period was rife with corruption, nepotism, 
and anarchy. The Puritans, driven by a militant religious fervor and informed 
by a Calvinist ideology, sought to bring order and stability to their society by 
overthrowing the corrupt establishment and beheading the king. These 
“saints,” as Walzer calls them, were motivated by two things: “a fierce antago¬ 
nism to the traditional world and the prevailing pattern of human relationships 
and a keen and perhaps not unrealistic anxiety about human wickedness and 
the dangers of social disorder. The saints attempted to fasten upon the necks of 
all mankind the yoke of a new political discipline .” 87 In assessing their behav¬ 
ior in the context of a changing Europe, Walzer describes the Puritans as “an 
agent of modernization, an ideology of the transition period .” 88 

Near the end of his study, Walzer attempts to link his findings about 
English Puritanism to other cultural contexts and societies undergoing 
intense social change. He writes that the “Puritan concern with discipline 
and order... is not unique in history. Over and over again, since the days of 
the saints, bands of political radicals have sought anxiously, energetically, 
systematically to transform themselves and their world.” The key develop¬ 
ment that gives rise to militant religious piety is the breakdown of the old 
order. The choice of sainthood in such circumstances, Walzer observes, 
“seems reasonable and appropriate” and in light of the above discussion, 
“given similar historical circumstances, Frenchmen and Russians would 
predictably make similar choices. Englishmen became Puritans and then 
godly magistrates, elders and fathers in much the same way and for many 
of the same reasons as eighteenth-century Frenchmen became Jacobins and 
active citizens, and twentieth-century Russians [became] Bolsheviks .” 89 Echo¬ 
ing sentiments discussed earlier about the rise of political Islam in the Middle 
East, Walzer writes: 
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In different cultural contexts, at different moments in time, sainthood 
will take on different forms and the saints will act out different 
revolutions. But the radical’s way of seeing and responding to the 
world will almost certainly be widely shared whenever the experiences 
which first generated that perception and response are widely shared, 
whenever groups of men are suddenly set loose from old certainties. 90 

Puritanism, therefore, “provided what may best be called an ideology of 
transition. It is functional to the process of modernization not because it serves 
the purposes of some universal progress, but because it meets the human 
needs that arise whenever traditional controls give way and hierarchical status 
and corporate privilege are called into question.” 91 

During more tranquil times when a semblance of peace is restored, the 
radical ideology of the saints no longer has a popular appeal, and they gradually 
disappear from society. In the context of seventeenth-century England, Walzer 
writes, “after the Restoration [of the Stuart Monarchy], its energy was drawn 
inward, its political aspirations forgotten; the saint gave way to the noncon¬ 
formist. Or, Lockeian liberalism provided an alternative political outlook.” This 
suggests “only that these problems were limited in time to the period of 
breakdown and psychic and political reconstruction. When men stopped 
being afraid... then Puritanism was suddenly irrelevant.” 92 

Summarizing his theory of radical politics based on the history of early 
modern England, Walzer concludes that his “model may serve to reveal the 
crucial features of radicalism as a general historical phenomena and to make 
possible a more systematic comparison of Puritans, Jacobins, and Bolsheviks 
(and perhaps other groups as well).” 93 

Walzer lists the main points of his model as follows: 

(1) At a certain point in the transition from one or another form of 
traditional society (feudal, hierarchical, patriarchal, corporate) to one or another 
form of modern society, there appears a band of “strangers” who view them¬ 
selves as chosen men, saints, and who seek a new order and an impersonal, 
ideological discipline. 

(2) These men are marked off from their fellows by an extraordinary 
self-assurance and daring. The saints not only repudiate the routine proce¬ 
dures and customary beliefs of the old order, but they cut themselves off from 
the various kinds of “freedom” ... experienced amidst the decay of tradition. 
The band of the chosen seeks and wins certainty and self-confidence by rigidly 
disciplining its members and teaching them to discipline themselves. The 
saints interpret their ability to endure this discipline as a sign of their virtue 
and their virtue as a sign of God’s grace. 
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(3) The band of the chosen confronts the existing world as if in war. Its 
members interpret the strains and tensions of social change in terms of 
conflict and contention. The saints sense enmity all about them and they 
train and prepare themselves accordingly. 

(4) Men join the band by subscribing to a covenant which testifies to their 
faith. Their new commitment is formal, impersonal, and ideological; it re¬ 
quires that they abandon older loyalties not founded upon opinion and will— 
loyalties to family, guild, locality, and also to lord and king. 

(5) The acting out of sainthood produces a new kind of politics. 

(6) Within the band of the chosen, all men are equal.... The activity of 
the chosen band is purposive, programmatic, and progressive in the sense that 
it continually approaches or seeks to approach its goals. 

(7) The violent attack upon customary procedures set the saints free to 
experiment politically. Such experimentation is controlled by its overriding 
purposes and the right to engage in it is limited to the chosen few who have 
previously accepted the discipline of the band. It is not a grant of political free- 
play, but it does open the way to new kinds of activity, both public and secret. 
The saints are entrepreneurs in politics. 

(8) The historical role of the chosen band is twofold. Externally, as it 
were, the band of the saints is a political movement aiming at social 
reconstruction. It is the saints who lead the final attack upon the old 
order and their destructiveness is all the more total because they have a 
total view of the new world. Internally, godliness and predestination are 
creative responses to the pains of social change. Discipline is the cure for 
freedom and “unsettledness.” 

( 9 ) [This is a transitional movement.] One day... security becomes a 
habit and zeal is no longer a worldly necessity. Then the time of God’s people 
is over.... Once that order is established, ordinary men are eager enough to 
desert the warfare of the Lord for some more moderate pursuit of virtue. Once 
they feel sufficiently secure as gentlemen and merchants, as country justices 
and members of Parliament, they happily forego the further privilege of being 
“instruments.” Hardly a moment after their triumph, the saints find them¬ 
selves alone; they can no longer exploit the common forms of ambition, 
egotism and nervousness; they can no longer convince their fellow men that 
ascetic work and intense repression are necessary. 

(10) [The saints] helped carry men through a time of change; they had no 
place in a time of stability. They had been elements of strength in an age of 
moral confusion and of cruel vigor in an age of vacillation. Now it was 
suggested that saintly vigor had its own pathology and conventionalism its 
own health. 94 
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Gateways to Modernity; Puritanism and Islamism? 

The crux of Walzer’s argument is that English Puritanism had a proto¬ 
modern character . 95 Historians Lawrence Stone, Michael Mullet, Christo¬ 
pher Hill, and Perez Zagorin have suggested similar ideas in their writings . 96 
Specifically, the new “Puritan state of mind, outlook of assertiveness and 
individual responsibility [had] transformed societies from medieval subservi¬ 
ence and Catholic resignation to modern individualism and mass participa¬ 
tion .” 97 There are echoes here of Max Weber’s famous thesis on the Protestant 
ethic and rise of capitalism. Weber suggested that shifts in religious doctrine 
had sociological implications. While Weber emphasized economics and the rise 
of capitalism, Walzer focused on politics, in particular the rise in radical 
religious politics . 98 

According to Walzer, “the idea that specially designated and organized 
bands of men might play a creative part in the political world, destroying the 
established order and reconstructing society according to the Word of God... 
did not enter at all into the thought of Machiavelli, Luther or Bodin .” 99 Instead, 
these writers of the early modern period focused their attention on the activ¬ 
ities of “the prince,” stressing the important role of the individual in politics 
and his relationship to political power. 

With the benefit of hindsight, however, Walzer suggests that “this is an 
incomplete vision, for in fact the revolutionary activity of saints and citizens 
played as important a part in the formation of the modern state as did the 
sovereign power of princes.” In other words, politics from below not only 
mattered but mattered profoundly in the political development of the West. 
“In Switzerland, the Dutch Netherlands, Scotland, and most importantly in 
England and later in France, the old order was finally overthrown not by 
absolutist kings or in the name of reason of state,” Walzer observes—and 
one might add or in the name of secularism/liberal democracy—“but by 
groups of political radicals, themselves moved by new and revolutionary ideol¬ 
ogies .” 100 Such ideologies, judged by the standards of today, would be viewed 
by social scientists as decidedly illiberal and fundamentalist, yet they played a 
vital role in the long-term modernization and democratization of the West. 

In identifying the modern character of English Puritanism, Walzer lists 
seven ways that seventeenth-century revolutionary religious politics was 
significantly different from medieval religious politics. The contrast between 
the traditional political passivity of the masses and their now more active 
involvement in public affairs is the key interpretive point that suggests a 
historical break with the past and the beginnings of a transition to modernity. 



TOWARD A DEMOCRATIC THEORY FOR MUSLIM SOCIETIES 51 


Walzer’s seven themes of proto-modern politics, derived from his study of 
religious politics in seventeenth-century England, are as follows: 

(1) Political authority: the trial and beheading of King Charles I in 1649 
“was a bold exploration in the very nature of monarchy rather than a personal 
attack upon Charles himself.” 

(2) Military innovations: the establishment of a “well-disciplined citizen’s 
army in which representative councils arose and ‘agitators’ lectured or 
preached to the troops, teaching even privates (cobblers and tinkers in the 
satiric literature) to reflect upon political issues.” 

(3) Constitutionalism: “the effort to write and then to rewrite the constitu¬ 
tion of a nation, thus quite literally constructing a new political order.” 

(4) Reorganization of state institutions: “the public presentation of whole 
sets of clamorous demands, many of them from previously passive and 
nonpolitical men, for the reorganization of the church, the state, the gov¬ 
ernment of London, the educational system, and the administration of the 
poor laws.” 

(5) Civil society: “the formation of groups specifically and deliberately 
designed to implement these demands, groups based on the principle of 
voluntary association and requiring proof of ideological commitment but not 
of blood ties, aristocratic patronage, or local residence.” 

(6) Political journalism: “the appearance of political journalism in response 
to the sudden expansion of the active and interested public.” 

(7) Complete social reform: “Finally and above all, the sharp, insistent 
awareness of the need for and the possibility of reform.” Walzer identifies this 
call as “one of the decisive characteristics of the new politics, this passion to 
remake society.” In support of this argument, he cites a sermon delivered 
before the House of Commons in 1641: 

Reformation must be universal [exhorted the Puritan minister 
Thomas Case]... reform all places, all persons and callings; reform 
the benches of judgement, the inferior magistrates .... Reform the 
universities, reform the cities, reform the countries, reform inferior 
schools of learning, reform the Sabbath, reform the ordinances, 
the worship of God ... you have more work to do than I can 
speak.... Every plant which my heavenly father hath not planted 
shall be rooted up. 101 

In summary, the transformation of Englishmen, from a state of political 
passivity and isolation into a state of political engagement and active citizen¬ 
ship was embodied in the figure of the Puritan saint. Walzer credits the 
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ideology of Puritanism with transforming the lives of private men by pushing 
them into new collective associations that were determined to change the 
political status quo, in particular the dominance of traditional elites. In this 
broad sociological sense, one can recognize distinct parallels with Islamic 
fundamentalism in the Muslim world today, in not only the revolutionary 
content of its ideology, its transformative impact on traditional society, and 
the social origins of its adherents but also, arguably, its developmental poten¬ 
tial with respect to the gradual emergence of liberal democracy. 102 


Political Islam’s Rupture with Tradition 

A significant body of literature in Middle Eastern studies describes political 
Islam as a sharp rupture with Muslim tradition and a fundamentally modern 
social phenomenon. 103 Sami Zubaida, arguably the most insightful scholar in 
this vein, notes that “modern [Islamic] fundamentalists represent a departure 
rather than continuity with Islamic political traditions or precepts. This break 
is accentuated by the fact that modern Islamic groups are operating ideologi¬ 
cally and politically within the context of modern nation-state and the political 
concepts related to it.” 104 

In a study of Ayatollah Khomeini’s political theory, Zubaida demonstrates 
that notwithstanding the vocabulary of Shia Islamic discourses that permeate 
Khomeini’s writings and the absence of any explicit borrowing from Western 
social science categories, “Khomeini’s doctrine of government... is neverthe¬ 
less based on the assumptions of the modern state and nation, and in particu¬ 
lar on the idea of modern forms of popular political action and mobilization.” 
There is one exception, however, when the borrowing is explicit: when Kho¬ 
meini borrows from the European concept of a “republic.” Zubaida observes: 
“Perhaps Khomeini’s modernist innovation, otherwise implicit, is manifested 
in the term ‘Islamic Republic,’ a form of government never before conceived of 
in an Islamic history dominated by dynasties whose rule was for the most part 
accepted by Sunni and Shi’i jurists.” 105 

Similarly, there is a near consensus among scholars that Ayatollah Kho¬ 
meini’s doctrine of the wilayat al-faqih (Farsi, velayat-e faqih) that called for the 
“rule of the Islamic jurist” marked a significant break with Shia tradition in 
terms of the relationship between religion and politics. Senior ayatollahs 
within the Shia world (including in Iran at the time) strongly objected to 
Khomeini’s political doctrine primarily because it was considered an innova¬ 
tion and a radical break with the historically quietist role played by the clergy in 
political society. 106 
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Zubaida’s discussion of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt bears a striking 
resemblance to Walzer’s discussion of the Puritan movement. The Muslim 
Brotherhood, according to Zubaida, is a “populist Islamic movement or 
party... [that in] terms of ideology and organization... represent a radical 
departure from historical forms of Islamic political agitation and actions. It is 
primarily urban and orthodox, distinct from the rural heterodox move¬ 
ments ... [and] it is also distinct from urban movements in previous centu¬ 
ries .” 107 By contrast, the urban protest movements of the past in Egypt were 

sporadic, led by ulama or lesser shaykhs in response to aggravations of 
oppression, mostly fiscal—prices of bread or other commodities—in 
support of one or other princely faction in situations of open conflict 
and civil war. Basically they were movements to redress perceived 
injustice in the name of religious norms. There were not usually calls 
for the institution of an Islamic state and society, these being assumed 
to be extant under the prevailing sultan or caliph. Historically, calls for 
the institution of a legitimate state as against an allegedly ungodly one 
were always made in the name of an alternative prince, usually 
designated in terms of lineage... .The [Muslim] Brotherhood is 
distinguished from these past patterns in being a modern political 
party, with a systematic organization and recruitment, and a political 
programme imbued with the assumptions of the modern national 
political field.... The objectives of this organization were the 
displacement of the existing order with one based on Islamic law and 
principles of social justice. This was to be done through popular 
organization and mobilization; the “people” mobilized in relation to 
abstract political principles, not in the cause of a more legitimate 
prince or charismatic. The desirable future order is postulated in 
terms of an organic unity between community and government, 
mediated by institutions of representation (through elections), 
legislation (but within the limits of shari’a), economic and social 
policies and plans. That is to say, an Islamic form of the nation state, 
assuming modern political forms and processes . 108 

John Sigler concurs with this interpretation, noting that what is “new” in 
the Islamist phenomenon is “not the continuing hold of Islamic beliefs and 
practice, but the strong political orientation to achieve political power and the 
control of the territorial state. Hence the phrase political Islam, for the goal is 
the achievement of state power .” 109 In this context, both of the leading theor¬ 
ists of Islamism in the Sunni Muslim world, Sayyid Qutb (1906-1966) and 
Mawlana Mawdudi (1903-1979), developed a decidedly modern concept of a 
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“vanguard” party of Muslim followers that would lead Muslim society to its 
utopia. Gilles Kepel has described this vision of a vanguard party as based on a 
“Leninist model” of Islamic revolution. 110 

The socioeconomic origins and educational backgrounds of many of the 
participants in the Islamist movement also reveal distinct parallels with Puri¬ 
tanism. Adherents tend to disproportionately come from middle and lower 
middle classes and have benefited from rising literacy rates and exposure to 
higher education. In the case of political Islam, one of the most influential 
early studies was conducted by Saad Eddin Ibrahim in the late 1970s. The 
majority of the Islamic activists he interviewed were between twenty and thirty 
years old, had a college or postgraduate education, and came from a rural or 
small-town background. 111 Carrie Wickham’s more recent study on religion 
and political mobilization in Egypt confirms these trends. 112 

The recruiting of Egyptian men into the ranks of the Islamists is taking 
place against the backdrop of two explosions: a population explosion and a 
university explosion. The Egyptian population has increased from 21.8 million 
(in 1950) to 70.3 million (in 2002)—an increase of 222 percent—while the 
university explosion has been even greater: from about 37,000 students in 
i 95 i —52 to almost 1.5 million in 2001-2, an increase of 3,954 percent." 3 High 
rates of increase in population and in numbers of university students coupled 
with a lack of employment opportunities in the context of a repressive political 
atmosphere is a volatile mix. 

In the case of England, Lawrence Stone describes a similar relationship 
between rising levels of education, socioeconomic instability, and religious 
militancy. “Another disturbing factor” Stone observes in early seventeenth- 
century England “was the growing realization that the numbers of the leisured 
class equipped with higher education were increasing faster than the suitable 
job opportunities.”" 4 Put simply, universities like Oxford and Cambridge were 
putting out graduates faster than the existing economy and institutions could 
absorb them. Between 1530 and 1630, for example, enrolment in these uni¬ 
versities grew by 163 percent or twice as fast as the existing population." 5 
“Neither the central bureaucracy, nor the army, nor colonial expansion in 
Ireland, nor even the law could absorb them all,” Stone adds. “The result was 
frustration and resentment among large numbers of nobles, squires and gen¬ 
try.”" 6 The destabilization this development wrought for English society was 
significant enough for Lawrence Stone to list it as one of the major causes of 
the English revolution in his widely acclaimed study of the topic. He concludes: 

One result of this educational over-expansion, coupled with the 

development and the spread of a series of ideologies antagonistic to the 
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status quo, was the appearance of that sinister precursor of a time of 
political troubles, the alienation of the intellectuals. The Puritan 
ministers and lecturers in the cities and the villages, some dons behind 
the greying walls of their colleges ... all increasingly felt themselves cut 
off in spirit and in reality from the central institutions of government. In 
so highly literate a society as that of early seventeen-century England, 
this alienation of many members of the most articulate segments boded 
no good for the regime. Moreover, this was merely one aspect of the 
wider phenomenon of a deepening split between two cultures, one 
represented by the bulk of the political nation, and the other by a 
minority at Court and among the higher clergy and judges. It was a split 
which was symbolized by the emergence of clearly antithetical myths 
and ideologies: Obedience versus Conscience; the Divine Right of Kings 
versus Balanced Constitution; the Beauty of Holiness versus Puritan 
austerity; Court versus Country ." 7 

In this passage, one can substitute the word Islamist for Puritan, Egypt for 
England, and presidents/generals for kings, and the result describes the politics of 
not only contemporary Egypt but many Muslim societies today. Particularly 
salient is the sense of alienation and estrangement large segments of the rising 
educated classes feel toward the political status quo. In this context, Hazem 
Ghobarah astutely observes: “It is thus the frustration and the anxiety over the 
prospect of sinking that is the primary obsession of most individuals in both 
cases. The different global environments and historical contexts of the two 
cases are secondary to the core of the problem, which is human anxiety in 
times of change .” 11 

By way of conclusion, Ellis Goldberg’s four points of convergence between 
radical Protestantism and Islamic fundamentalism are worth considering. 
Goldberg’s essay is the most thorough scholarly investigation and crosscom¬ 
parison of the topic and succinctly summarizes the foregoing argument. He 
lists historical, ideological, social, and institutional factors that give both Puri¬ 
tanism and Islamism a protomodern character: 

Calvinism and the contemporary Islamist Sunni movements in Egypt 
are discourses on the nature of authority in society. Historically both 
movements arose as central state authorities made absolutist claims to 
political power and, in the process, sought to dominate transformed 
agrarian societies in new ways. Ideologically, both movements 
asserted that the claims of sweeping power by nominally religious 
secular central authorities were blasphemous egotism when 
contrasted with the claims of God on the consciences of believers. 
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Socially, both movements transferred religious authority away from 
the officially sanctioned individuals who interpret texts to ordinary 
citizens. Institutionally, both movements create communities of 
voluntary, highly motivated and self-policing believers that yield 
greater degrees of internal cohesion and compliance than the 
absolutist authority can achieve, and they therefore can become the 
basis of postabsolutist political authority in an authoritarian and 
antidemocratic fashion." 9 


The Modernizing Force of Political Islam 

The latest scholar to discuss the modernizing character (of certain strands) of 
Islamic fundamentalism is Bjorn Olav Utvilc, a Middle East historian at the 
University of Oslo. He agrees with the basic assumptions and arguments 
outlined here and similarly affirms that “contemporary Islamism in the Middle 
East and North Africa should be... seen as part of the breakthrough of the 
‘modern age’ in Muslim societies” and “as an important modernizing agent 
within current Middle Eastern society.” 120 He expands the comparison be¬ 
tween religious protest movements in Christianity and Islam by exploring 
the case of Hans Neilsen Hauge (1771-1824) and Lars Oftedal (1838-1900), 
two nineteenth-century Norwegian Christian revivalist leaders whose sociolog¬ 
ical impact and contributions to political development he compares positively 
with the Puritans in England and the Muslim Brotherhood of Egypt. He 
concludes his Norwegian-Egyptian comparison by stating that the “importance 
[of the Norwegian religious radicals] to the gradual democratisation of Norwe¬ 
gian society can hardly be overestimated” and argues that a similar develop¬ 
ment is occurring in the Islamic world today. 121 

In reflecting on the influence of radical religious protest movements in Islam 
and Christianity, Utvik poses the critical question: “why did religion and not some 
secular ideology deliver the vocabulary for the social and political assertion of 
the upstart groups mobilized by Puritans and Islamists respectively?” 122 The 
question is important particularly for those social scientists who lack a historical 
perspective on the relationship between religion and political development. The 
suggestion that religious fundamentalism (of any sort) can contribute to political 
development—least of all liberal-democratic development—may be difficult to 
accept at first glance. But this is only a problem when fundamentalism is viewed 
exclusively as a doctrinal phenomenon and not a sociological one that cannot 
mutate, evolve, or transform. When observed from the perspective of sociology 
and the longue duree, a different social scientific interpretation can be extracted. 
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The answer Utvilc provides as to why religious ideology trumped secular 
ideology in the case of both English Puritanism and Egyptian Islamism is that 
“there were no ideological options outside of religion.” This is more easily 
understood in the case of seventeenth-century England, which was at the dawn 
of modernity and firmly situated in the pre-Enlightenment era; but what 
explains the turn to religion in the Muslim world today—almost three hundred 
years after the French Revolution? The short and partial answer is that the 
perceived failure of secular ideologies in the Middle East during the late 
twentieth century (primarily nationalist and socialist) has created an ideational 
vacuum in Muslim politics that has been filled by political Islam. This is a huge 
topic that I will explain in greater detail in the chapters that follow. The essence 
of the argument, however, is that among the ideological options available to 
Englishmen (in the seventeenth century) and Egyptians and Muslims (today), 
the radical religious option was often the most realistic, probable, and rational 
one available. Cultural essences and clashing civilizations had little to do with 
these developments. 

A concomitant to the foregoing observation—and the larger historical 
point that deserves emphasis—is that “common to the context of both Puritans 
and Islamists is that the traditional societies, in which religion had provided 
moral legitimation to the existing order, were rapidly dissolving. A deep-felt 
dismay at the ensuing perceived chaos led to the reassertation of religious 
values, but in a reformed shape, more fit to secure moral order in the new 
environment created by social change .” 123 One need only think about the 
prominence and plethora of religious actors in Iraq today (post-Saddam 
Hussein) who have emerged out of chaos and the breakdown of the older 
order to appreciate this point . 124 

In this context, it is also important to recall that for many people religion is 
not a private affair than can be easily restricted for home use only. If one’s moral 
universe is deeply connected to a religious understanding of human affairs and if 
religion provides meaning to one’s life, a rigid separation between the public and 
the private cannot easily be established (notwithstanding its institutional and 
constitutional necessity in a functioning liberal democracy). This was certainly 
true for many people in the West until relatively recently and is indeed true for 
large segments of the Muslim world today. Appreciating this point is key to 
understanding the persistence of religious themes in Muslim politics. 

Returning to the sociological impact of radical religious protest move¬ 
ments and their modernizing influence on traditional societies, Utviks study 
of Norway confirms and complements the analysis of Michael Walzer, Lawr¬ 
ence Stone, and Sami Zubaida on the relationship between religion 
and political development . 125 But note that these contributions are primarily 
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sociological in nature. The context is that of a traditional society on the verge of 
modernity and the transformation in patterns of thought, association, and 
values brought about as a result of radical religious protest movements. 


Individualization and Islamism 

Islamism, like its Puritan counterpart, has been responsible for breaking up 
primordial ties to family, clan, tribe, and village. These traditional ties, often 
structured on a hierarchical and vertical basis, have been replaced with hori¬ 
zontal ties that are organic and revolve around themes of loyalty and solidarity 
among equals. Traditional patron-client ties and networks have also been 
broken up, and new bonds among members of society have been created on 
a more egalitarian basis. According to Andrea Rugh, there is an emphasis 
among Islamists on individual accountability and personal responsibility in 
realizing the values of an Islamic polity. This contrasts with the traditional 
notion of locating the responsibility of the individual as an integral part of the 
primary group to which he or she belongs. For Islamists, “the higher authority 
for which the individual is accountable is ... [God], even when the compliance 
with that authority requires that individuals take actions which contradict the 
guidance of mundane authorities .” 126 

This process of individualization is linked to an emerging hostility toward 
traditional sources of authority in society, particularly religious authority. Both 
Puritans and Islamists have demonstrated this attitude and believe that the 
religious establishment has been corrupted and has deviated from the true path 
of God’s calling; hence the need for individual responsibility and action to set 
things right. In Saad Eddin Ibrahim’s widely cited survey of Islamist opinion in 
Egypt, for example, he noted that “attitudes [toward religious authority] ranged 
from indifference to hostility. None had anything positive to say about the ‘ulama’ 
as a group,” and those who were most hostile viewed the clergy “as hypocrites and 
opportunists and described them as people who would reverse religious 
edicts... to suit the whims of rulers. So much were the ‘ulama’ considered a 
disgrace to Islam that members [of one Islamist faction]... were strongly advised 
not to pray behind them or in mosques where official ‘ulama’ [clergy] presided .” 127 

Given this perceived failure of moral leadership among traditional religious 
leaders, radical Islamists are of the view that each individual believer is respon¬ 
sible for his or her own personal salvation, and interlopers are not needed to 
interpret religious scripture. In the words of one Islamist leader, “the Koran was 
delivered in Arabic; it is therefore clear, and the only tool that may be needed for 
explaining the meaning of some of its terms is a good dictionary .” 128 



TOWARD A DEMOCRATIC THEORY FOR MUSLIM SOCIETIES 59 


Utvik weighs in at this point with the following clarification directed to the 
skeptical reader. He writes: “it might seem contradictory to regard a duty to 
devote one’s life to the struggle for a cause, in the interest of God and mankind, 
as linked to a process of individualization.” Emphasizing a sociological perspec¬ 
tive, he adds: “the crucial point here is that what is demanded is not a step 
backwards into some kind of primordial form of group identification, where the 
individual is subordinate to the perceived collective will of the group, but rather 
a step forward into a situation where the individual must constantly choose of 
his or her own free, conscious, and informed will to act for the cause .” 129 This 
freedom of individual choice, particularly in developing societies that have 
recently experienced mass education and have been exposed to mass commu¬ 
nication, enhances the process of individualization, Utvik suggests. 

James Piscatori and Dale Eickelman discuss a related concept they call the 
“objectification of Muslim consciousness,” which they suggest is a salient 
feature of Muslim politics today. While they do not link it explicitly to the rise 
of political Islam, their discussion of the topic suggests that the objectification 
of Muslim consciousness is operating in a mutually reinforcing way with 
potential positive outcomes for the long-term development of liberal democra¬ 
cy. By “objectification” they mean “the process by which basic questions come to 
the fore in the consciousness of large numbers of believers: ‘what is my 
religion?’ ‘Why is it important in my life?’ and ‘How do my beliefs guide my 
conduct?”’ Disillusionment about religious authority, as discussed earlier in the 
case of Islamism, enhances this process. Piscatori and Eickelman write: 

Objectification does not presuppose the notion that religion is a uniform 
or monolithic entity (although it is precisely that for some thinkers). 

These explicit, widely shared, and “objective” questions are modern 
queries that increasingly shape the discourse and practice of Muslims in 
all social classes, even as some legitimize their actions and beliefs by 
asserting that they advocate a return to purportedly authentic traditions. 
Objectification is thus transclass, and religion has become a self- 
contained system that its believers can describe, characterize, and 
distinguish from other belief systems . 130 

Critical to this objectification process is the rise of publishing and mass 
education. Piscatori and Eickelman suggest that in the same way the Christian 
Reformation was called “‘the daughter of printing’ because printing made possi¬ 
ble a broader dissemination of ideas,” higher levels of education and exposure to 
dissenting interpretations of religion “contribute to objectification by inculcating 
pervasive ‘habits of thought.’... They do so by transforming religious beliefs into 
a conscious system, broadening the scope of religious authority, and redrawing 
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the boundaries of political community.” 131 In other words, a democratization of 
religious interpretation is taking place in Muslim societies today. “A... facet of 
objectification,” according to Piscatori and Eickelman, “is that authoritative 
religious discourse, once the monopoly of religious scholars who have mastered 
recognized religious texts, is replaced by direct and broader access to the printed 
word: More and more Muslims take it upon themselves to interpret the textual 
sources, classical or modern, of Islam.” 132 In this sense, Osama Bin Laden has the 
same right to issue a fatwa as a Pakistani cab driver in New York. It is up to the 
individual believer to decide which religous leader to follow, if any. 

Who really speaks for Islam? Can there be multiple correct and morally 
legitimate interpretations of the Islamic faith? And how does a believing Muslim 
choose among the plethora of new and often conflicting interpretations of his or 
her religion? These questions are now central to Muslim politics and are linked to 
the emergence of new social movements that are challenging traditional authority 
structures in Muslim societies. In this context, one Tunisian Islamist, albeit from 
the liberal end of the Islamist spectrum, has observed that “it is difficult to say that 
because my father was a Muslim, I should be one.” He then proceeded to quote the 
Prophet Muhammad to the effect that people should have the freedom to choose 
their own religious affiliation on the basis of their personal convictions. 133 

According to Jose Casanova “if there is anything on which most observers 
and analysts of contemporary Islam agree it is on the fact that the Islamic 
tradition in the very recent past has undergone an unprecedented process of 
pluralization and fragmentation of religious authority, comparable to that 
initiated by the Protestant Reformation.” 134 This change marks a clear contrast 
with the past in how Muslims approach their religion and suggests the 
emergence of new patterns of individual autonomy that bode well for the 
long-term development of liberal democracy. In synthesizing these trends, 
Bjorn Olav Utvik sees in political Islam, when observed from the perspective 
of history, a “double democratizing potential.” 

By placing responsibility for the affairs of this world and the hereafter 
squarely on the individual conscience it simultaneously sets the 
individual free to become an active participant in the shaping of 
society and politics, and provides her or him with the self-discipline 
and restraint necessary for a truly civil society characterised by mutual 
respect among citizens, vital to any genuinely democratic polity. 135 

Utvik suggests two other ways political Islamist movements are contribut¬ 
ing to the modernization of Muslim societies: by depersonalizing public life 
and by promoting a culture of meritocracy. 
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The reigning corruption of traditional ruling elites and power holders in 
many Muslim societies is a major source of grievance among Islamist activists. 
Islamists distinguish themselves from these elite groups—and increase their 
popularity by doing so—by living very frugal and humble lives among the 
masses. The contrast between Ayatollah Khomeini’s humble lifestyle and diet 
of raisins and yogurt versus the opulence and extravagance of the Shah of 
Iran’s peacock throne comes to mind. Similarly and more recently, the contrast 
between the image of Osama Bin Laden, living in a cave in the mountains of 
Afghanistan, with the image of the Saudi royal family, ensconced in their 
luxurious palaces and protected by an alliance with the United States, could 
also be cited in this context. These contrasting images mark a clear dividing 
line in the eyes of many people between political friends and foes within 
Muslim societies. 

The larger point here is that political Islamists routinely condemn the 
opulence and extravagance of the power elite. They are generally very critical of 
the misuse of public funds in pursuit of personal gain, the prevalence of vote 
rigging and kickbacks, and the general culture of nepotism that pervades 
political life. This is not to suggest that they are immune from such practices 
when they achieve political power but rather that when in opposition they 
routinely decry these practices. A significant part of their appeal, therefore, is 
their stated moral commitment to roll back and end these abuses. 

Utvilc suggests that this aspect of the political Islamist movement “has a 
modernizing aspect, for in many of its aspects current corruption is a continua¬ 
tion of time-honoured practices that, until recent times, were seen as quite 
legitimate: the duty of individuals who gain influence and control over material 
resources to use their position for the benefit of their relatives, neighbours, 
friends, clients, or patrons.” Islamists often condemn such practices on political 
as well as moral grounds, describing such behavior as a “sin” and its practitioners 
as al mufsidunf, al-ard (the corrupters of the earth) who are explicitly condemned 
in the Quran. What Islamists are doing, inadvertently, is challenging the existing 
patron-clientist ties and “age-old social structures based on the reciprocal solida- 
ric obligations of kinship and client networks, and the institutions of the modern 
market and modern state.” The net outcome of this sociological trend, suggests 
Utvik, is that it carries potential positive consequences for political development 
when viewed from the perspective of history. 136 

Similarly, political Islamists support the principle of meritocracy in public 
life, not in an ideal sense but with a greater commitment than the traditional 
ruling elites. Individual merit and religious piety should be the main criteria 
for promotion to positions of responsibility, not class, family, or political ties. 
Utvik notes that when the Muslim Brothers appeared on the political scene in 
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Egypt in the 1930s, their policy of meritocracy immediately distinguished them 
from the traditional nobility and land-owning classes, who were guided by a 
different set of criteria regarding social promotion and career advancement. In 
the Brotherhood’s “real leadership structures promotion was always based on 
merit,” Utvilc observes. Furthermore, Islamism in Egypt worked “to open the 
road for the idea of individual career, individual life projects. This has been 
shown to be a characteristic [in] setting young Islamist students in the 1980s 
off from their parents’] generation.” 137 


Mass Politics, Modernity, and Political Islam 

Collective action by ordinary people to change their political destiny is the 
epitome of modernity. In Europe this idea first emerges with Puritanism; I am 
arguing that a similar development has taken place in the Middle East with 
respect to the rise of Political Islam. 138 To appreciate the positive developmen¬ 
tal change that Islamism has engendered, both historically and sociologically, 
one should keep in mind the contrast with political life in Muslim societies 
prior to the advent of this social phenomenon. To the extent that these observa¬ 
tions are true, Islamism has structurally altered the pattern and form of 
political life in Muslim societies and shifted it in a modernizing direction. 

In specific terms, Islamism has been responsible for bringing new social 
groups into the political process, particularly from the previously marginalized 
sectors of society. In this sense, its contribution has been both novel and 
modernizing. As noted, the socioeconomic origins of a typical Islamist activist 
are from the middle and lower middle classes, and he or she is the recent 
recipient of postsecondary education, is upwardly mobile, and is now demand¬ 
ing a voice in shaping the political destiny of his or her society. This represents 
a significant sociological change in Muslim politics. 

Utvik suggests that another aspect of this novelty is the form and method of 
political organizing adopted by the Islamists. The advent of mass assembly, 
mass petition, group pressure, appeal to public opinion—and, critically, “the 
political association of men and women not connected by kinship or other 
primordial ties of loyalty for the purposive furtherance of political change”— 
is both new and transformative. Such new forms of social solidarity, on a mass 
level, mark a break with the past, and in both “theory and practice [the Islamists] 
challenge the power monopoly of the established ruling classes.” 139 These new 
populist forms of politics that the Islamist phenomenon has engendered are a 
few of the reasons why some social scientists consider them to be modern and 
modernizing agents in the political development of Muslim societies. 
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Objections might be raised at this point that the forces of secular Arab and 
Iranian nationalisms as well as the Community Party were also powerful 
political currents during the mid-twentieth century that drew large numbers 
of people into the street in similar ways to Islamism. This is undoubtedly true; 
however, Islamism is significantly different. It has sustained itself for a longer 
periods of time (primarily in the case the Muslim Brotherhood, which dates 
back to the 1920s), has sunk deeper roots in society (partially due to the social 
welfare services it provides), and arguably has a greater organic connection with 
its adherents (due to its religious orientation in still very religious societies). 

Furthermore, a large part of the political agenda of the secular nationalists 
and socialists has been adopted by the Islamists and is now an integral part 
of their political platform. In this sense, the term “religious nationalists” is 
a more apt description of these social movements. “The Islamist movements 
were the natural continuations of independence movements that stalled 
before attaining their final goal,” Lisa Anderson observes. “Apparent political 
independence did not produce freedom, either for the country in the interna¬ 
tional system or for the individual at home, nor did it lead to economic 
prosperity or cultural renewal.” 140 The core grievances and complaints that 
secular political groups in the Muslim world and Islamists share are: resisting 
Western intervention, supporting a just global political order, redistribution 
of domestic wealth, challenging the political dominance of elite groups, 
and finally, support and solidarity for the national and human rights of the 
Palestinian people. 141 

In summary, the populist, nationalist, and grassroots orientation of the 
mainstream Islamist phenomenon, for this historical moment, has made it an 
enduring feature of Muslim politics. While Islamists’ political ideology is far 
from liberal-democratic, they can be viewed as protomodernizing agents be¬ 
cause of their ability to mobilize large numbers of people from heretofore 
marginalized sectors of society and initiate a pattern of political mobilization 
and behavior that is in stark contrast with the past. 


Conclusion 

The main goal of this chapter is to rethink the relationship between religion and 
political development. Three separate but related arguments were advanced. 

First, liberal philosophers and social scientists interested in developing so¬ 
cieties have been slow to recognize the connection between religion and political 
development. An ahistorical approach to these difficult social science questions 
is partly to blame, but more particularly it is the secular and Orientalist biases 
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that inform their political assumptions and hence limits their scholarly contri¬ 
bution. This is especially true when they are discussing the rise of religious 
radical movements and their relationship to the development of liberal demo¬ 
cracy against the backdrop of what Fernand Braudel called the longue duree. 

Second, the rise of Islamic fundamentalism is a much more complicated 
social phenomenon than has generally been realized or appreciated. This 
chapter is not suggesting that political Islamists are liberal democrats in 
Muslim garb; far from it. What I do suggest is that the rise of religious protest 
movements such as Islamism should be viewed as a consequence of the social 
upheaval that follows the break down of the old political and religious order. 
The anxiety and uncertainty that is unleashed in traditional societies under¬ 
going rapid social transformation often manifests itself in the form of mass- 
based religious groups whose popularity is temporary and coincides with the 
onset of modernity and the period of breakdown and reconstruction. The 
parallels between Puritanism and Islamism were highlighted and are particu¬ 
larly enlightening in terms of the cross cultural and regional similarities of 
societies undergoing the same social transformations. 

Third, radical religious protest movements have a protomodern character. 
This fact can be appreciated by focusing on the sociological changes they 
engender, not the political ideology they espouse. Discerning how very differ¬ 
ent the method, form, and pattern of political life were prior to their emergence 
in society, especially with respect to the rise of individualism and mass mobili¬ 
zation, assists in understanding their novelty and their contribution to political 
modernization. 

In this context, I should mention an important caveat about the relation¬ 
ship between political modernization and liberal democracy; the two are not 
synonymous. It is critical to note that modernization does not necessarily lead 
to democracy, pluralism, and respect for human rights. In Barrington Moore’s 
classic study Social Origins of Dictatorship and Democracy, he reminds us of 
the different paths political modernization can take. Besides the “bourgeois 
revolutions culminating in the Western form of democracy” that many people 
take for granted, Moore also explored modernization’s “alternative routes and 
choices.” Two of these choices were decidedly undemocratic and illiberal: 
“conservative revolutions from above ending in fascism, and peasant revolu¬ 
tions leading to communism .” 142 What political trajectories Muslim societies 
will follow in the coming decades is open to speculation. They are likely to be 
numerous and diverse. There are no guarantees that liberal democracy will 
emerge triumphant. What is less disputatious, however, is the transformative 
and modernizing influence of political Islam in the Muslim world today, for 
the reasons I have discussed here. 
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A historical and comparative approach is particularly beneficial in compre¬ 
hending these difficult and emotionally charged questions. Bjorn Olav Utvilc 
suggests that historical amnesia has prevented many people from understand¬ 
ing the relationship between religion, modernization, and democracy. He 
correctly notes that “too often we tend to think of the development of democracy, 
tolerance and secularism in Western societies as a smooth process, which it was 
definitely not, and it cannot be expected to be so elsewhere.” 143 The case of the 
Islamic Republic of Iran over the last decade is a perfect illustration of this point. 
During the two-term presidency of Muhammad Khatami (1997-2005) a pro¬ 
found and important debate and seesawing struggle took place in Iran between 
former revolutionary radicals—many of whom were and are now championing 
pluralism, tolerance, and democracy—and a conservative clerical oligarchy, but¬ 
tressed by support from lower middle classes, who are trying to maintain the 
revolutionary status quo. To date, the conservatives have won most of the political 
battles and prevented the institutionalization of democratic reform, but the 
struggle is far from over, and the internal preconditions for democratization 
seem good in Iran over the long term. 144 

I will briefly examine Iran at the end of the next chapter, but I would like to 
make some preliminary remarks here. During the 1960s and 1970s, Iran 
experienced a state-led modernization process that dramatically affected exist¬ 
ing social relationships, cultural patterns, and economic life. The land reform 
program disrupted the ebb and flow of rural life, leading to massive migration 
into the major cities with its concomitant destabilizing effects on urban life. 
The state-led “modernization programs did not, however, encompass change 
in the political power structure, nor did they introduce cultural and political 
modernity. On the contrary, through the modernization process, a more 
structured and powerful autocratic state power was built.” 145 

It was during this time that religion in Iran became politicized, in large 
part due to the destabilizing effects of rapid modernization on a traditional 
society and also as a reaction to the authoritarian policies of the state. Said 
Amir Arjomand, in his comparative treatment of the Iranian revolution, has 
observed that the “reaction of privileged groups and of autonomous centers of 
power against the expansion and centralization of the state is a major source of 
most if not all the early modern European revolutions.” Throughout this 
period, a common thread that consistently reappeared in Spain, Portugal, the 
Netherlands, France, and Britain was that “estates and corporations reacted 
when their autonomy and inherited privileges were threatened by the state; 
and they usually found allies in Calvinist preachers and iconoclasts.” The Shia 
ulama in Iran, Arjomand suggests—demonstrating the relevance of the Wal- 
zer paradigm to modern Middle Eastern politics—were the equivalent of the 
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Calvinist preachers who played a similar role in the early phases of European 
modernization . 146 

To the extent that Walzer’s model and its concomitant, the Puritan-Islamist 
analogy, are valid for understanding the process of modernization in Muslim 
societies, this analytical approach suggests that the actual content of the 
ideology is less important than the enveloping socioeconomic context that 
produces a transitional force of saints during a time of turmoil. One of the 
added benefits of recalling Walzer’s thesis is that it provides an alternative 
framework to the Bernard Lewis-Samuel Huntington paradigm that empha¬ 
sizes the “sacred rage of Islam” and the inherent “clash of civilizations” rooted 
in an alleged inherent Islamic hatred for the West. The above analytical 
framework also carries the latent benefit of forcing Western social scientists 
and public intellectuals to recall their own history of political development, in 
which violent periods have marked the transition from tradition to modernity. 

Furthermore, Walzer’s thesis and the Puritan-Islamist comparison, when 
applied to Muslim societies, reveal how the ideational bias of modernization 
theory and liberal-democratic theory has inhibited an understanding of socio¬ 
political change in the Muslim world. The lesson here is that historical depth is 
needed for an objective understanding of political development in the Middle 
East—particularly with respect to the role of religion in politics—and that the 
Orientalist argument about Islam’s intrinsic problem with modernity does not 
stand up to critical scrutiny when viewed from this perspective. This will 
become abundantly clear in the next chapter, where I explore the political 
theology of John Locke and the lessons it offers about democratization in 
Muslim societies today. 



2 


Dueling Scriptures 

The Political Theology of John Locke and the 
Democratization of Muslim Societies 


For Obedience is due in the first place to God, and afterwards to the 
Laws. 

—John Locke 

Many democratic theorists trace the origins of modern democracy to 
the writings of Jean-Jacques Rousseau. The choice is an obvious one, 
given Rousseau's heavy emphasis in Du Contrat Social (1762) that 
sovereignty is rooted in “the general will” and that the public good 
and popular deliberation are the foundations of a just political 
order. In a recent essay on democratic theory, however, Ian Shapiro 
challenges conventional wisdom on this topic. “Many commentators 
[are mistaken in] treating Rousseau as the father of modern 
democratic theory,” Shapiro argues. It is his belief “that John Locke 
merits the distinction. [Locke] developed the elements of an account 
of democracy that is more realistic, far-reaching, and appealing 
than is Rousseau’s, and it has greater continuing relevance than 
does Rousseau’s to contemporary democratic thinking.’’ 1 

At first glance Shapiro’s assertion is difficult to accept, given 
that Locke is generally regarded by political philosophers as the 
father of modern liberalism and individual rights rather than modern 
democracy and public participation (“democracy” and “liberalism” 
are often mistakenly equated in popular discussion). Locke is famous 
for his argument that legitimate political authority is based on the 
“consent” of the governed; however, one scholar has noted that 
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“Locke’s notion of government by consent is not democracy. The people can 
consent to whatever form of civilian or constitutional rule they like.... It is to a 
system or structure of government that consent is required not to particular 
governments, let alone to particular decisions or policies.” 2 Shapiro responds 
by conceding that while “Locke was no theorist of democratic participation,” 
what is significant is that “he was an innovative theorist of democratic legitima¬ 
cy” and thus merits the unique distinction of being the true founding father of 
modern democracy. 3 

Regardless of what position one takes on this debate, there is no denying 
that Locke is a seminal figure in the development of liberal-democratic political 
thought. 4 His writings are required reading in any introductory Western 
political philosophy course, and his name is intimately linked with the Enlight¬ 
enment tradition and the development of a human rights discourse. What is 
often forgotten, however, when reading Locke today, is that his seminal con¬ 
tributions to political theory were philosophically rooted in a dissenting reli¬ 
gious exegesis. All of his arguments—whether about freedom of conscience 
and belief, the moral basis of legitimate political authority, family, consent, 
property, and equality—can be understood as emerging from a political theol¬ 
ogy that was rooted not in a rejection of Christianity but rather in a reinterpre¬ 
tation of it. An inherent part of his political methodology, therefore, was a 
recasting of religious norms as an antecedent to advancing a new theory of 
government. The relationship between religion and political development 
might seem bizarre to undergraduate students studying political philosophy 
today; however, historians of Western political thought can certainly appreciate 
its significance. 5 

The rise of Christianity shifted debate away from the ideal of an active citizen 
in the Greek polis to that of the true believer in the Christian commonwealth. 
A new conception of political community had emerged. “Christianity succeeded 
where the Hellenistic and late classical philosophies had failed, because it put 
forward a new and powerful ideal of community which recalled men to a life of 
meaningful participation,” Sheldon Wolin has observed. “Although the nature of 
this community contrasted sharply with classical ideals... [and] its ultimate 
purpose lay beyond historical time and space, it contained, nevertheless, ideals 
of solidarity and membership that were to leave a lasting imprint, and not always 
for good, on the Western tradition of political thought.” 6 

Augustine’s City of God (410-423) and Aquinas’s Summa Theologica (1267- 
1273), regarded as authoritative texts for over a millennium, established a 
normative framework for the discussion of Western political theory. 7 As 
David Held reminds us, the “Christian world-view transformed the rationale 
of political action from that of the polis to a theological framework,” such that 



DUELING SCRIPTURES 69 


the notion of “good lay in submission to God’s will. How the will of God was to 
be interpreted and articulated with systems of secular power preoccupied 
Christian Europe for centuries, until the very notion of single religious truth 
was shattered by the Reformation.” 8 In light of this forgotten truism about the 
religious foundations of Western political thought, one might ask: what les¬ 
sons from the development of Western political philosophy are applicable to 
other religious traditions and societies—Islam and Muslim societies in partic¬ 
ular? More precisely—what can Muslim democrats learn from reading Locke 
today in terms of their own struggle for democracy and human rights? In what 
ways are Locke’s writings on religion and politics relevant to debates confront¬ 
ing Muslim societies, especially with respect to the relationship between 
religion, secularism, and liberal democracy? These are the broad theoretical 
questions this chapter will explore. 

The discussion begins with an overview of Locke’s political thought and 
evolving views on political authority. I will then examine Locke’s two seminal 
political texts, A Letter Concerning Toleration (1689) and the Two Treatises of 
Government (1689). I will devote special attention to the religious arguments 
Locke invokes within these texts with respect to changing political norms. In 
this context, Locke’s dispute with Sir Robert Filmer on the origins of govern¬ 
ment and the moral basis of legitimate political authority will also be given 
special attention. 

The second half of the chapter will attempt to apply the lessons learned 
from Locke’s political theology to the case of the Muslim world. While the focus 
will be on the Islamic Republic of Iran, these lessons have wider transferability 
to other societies in the Islamic world. The core thesis I will advance is that a 
reinterpretation of religious norms—not a rejection or marginalization of 
religion—is a precondition for liberal-democratic development. I make this 
argument in two broad but interrelated ways: first, I warn of the dangers of 
introducing fundamental political and theological innovations in communities 
with weak liberal and democratic traditions. Second, I claim this thesis to be 
relevant in emerging democracies where large segments of the population are 
under the sway of an authoritarian and illiberal religious doctrine—as in 
Locke’s England in the seventeenth century and much of the Muslim world 
today. In such cases, a reevaluation of religious norms with respect to govern¬ 
ment is a prerequisite to liberal-democratic development. 9 

This chapter is meant to serve as a long preamble to some ruminations on 
the theoretical relationship between religion, secularism, and democracy in 
Muslim societies. The fact that a religious reformation in Europe preceded and 
then led to secularization (and by extension liberal democracy) seems to suggest 
something important about both the sequence and process of liberal-democratic 
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development in general—when viewed from the perspective of history—and 
especially with respect to the relationship between religion, secularism, and 
democracy in particular. In noting this fact, I draw on an observation by Abdou 
Filali-Ansary, who perceptively wrote: “in the Muslim world, secularization is 
preceding religious reformation—a reversal of the European experience in which 
secularization was more or less a consequence of such reformation.” 10 He was 
referring to a state-imposed, top-down imposition of secularism instead of an 
organic, bottom-up, democratically negotiated version. There is much more to 
say on the topic of secularism and Muslim societies. I will explore this subject in 
greater depth in chapter 4. 


Relevant Background Notes on the Political Philosophy 
of John Locke 

The historical context that is relevant to understanding John Locke’s political 
theory is the social breakdown and chaos unleashed by the early phase of 
modernization in Europe. Post-Reformation Europe saw the emergence of 
new debates about religious toleration, not only between Catholics and Protes¬ 
tants, but among the various Protestant sects in particular. In an age of gross 
intolerance, most Christian denominations were interested in enforcing reli¬ 
gious uniformity on their societies, each of them claiming exclusive knowledge 
of God’s will on earth and warning of the dangers of social disorder if religious 
toleration were allowed to flourish. 11 This widely held belief led to the infamous 
wars of religion that engulfed Christendom during the sixteenth and seven¬ 
teenth centuries and was as an important background development that in¬ 
formed and shaped Locke’s political philosophy. 

The second seminal and more localized event during the seventeenth 
century was the English Civil War (1642-60). This event and its aftermath 
(specifically the “Exclusion Crisis”) formed the immediate political context 
that influenced Locke’s political thought. 12 Locke was not only an observer 
of these events but also an indirect participant. The main forces in the 
battle for political power were those loyal to Parliament (the side Locke 
supported) and the royalist supporters of the Stuart monarchy. As a result 
of this conflict, new questions emerged in English society about the moral 
basis of authority, the nature of political obligation, and the best way to 
preserve political order. 

In addition, Locke stood at the brink of the scientific revolution that was 
just emerging in Europe. In a very genuine sense, he straddled the divide 
between tradition and modernity, or as one scholar has aptly described it, Locke 
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stood “between the age of faith that was passing and the age of the Enlighten¬ 
ment that was dawning.” 13 

As a man of science living in a very religious society (and coming from a 
Puritan background), Locke tried to reconcile reason epistemologically and 
ontologically with revelation, both of which served as complementary sources 
of moral authority for him. For example, at the beginning of book i of the Two 
Treatises of Government, Locke commences his attack on Robert Filmer (the 
leading intellectual champion of the “divine right of kings”) by affirming that 
“Scripture or Reason I am sure doe not anywhere say so notwithstanding the 
noise of divine right, as if Divine Authority hath subjected us to the unlimited 
Will of another.” 14 Similarly, in A Letter Concerning Toleration, Locke affirms 
that “we must not content ourselves with the narrow measures of bare justice; 
charity, bounty, and liberality must be added to it. This the Gospel enjoins, this 
reason directs, and this that natural fellowship we are born into requires of us.” 15 
In short, moral and ethical debates about religious toleration and political 
power and the emergence of rationalist and skeptical thought establish a 
framework in which one can situate and attempt to understand the evolution 
of Locke’s political philosophy. 16 


Locke: From Intoleration to Toleration 

By the standards of his time, Locke was as intellectually gifted as he was 
politically progressive. The reputation that he now enjoys, however, as a pioneer 
of modern liberal-democratic thought was the result of a gradual evolution of 
his thinking. It is largely forgotten that in his early years Locke opposed 
religious toleration and was a firm proponent of an authoritarian state. 17 “As 
for myself, there is no one [who] can have a greater respect for and veneration 
for authority than I,” he wrote. Elaborating on his early authoritarian concep¬ 
tion of politics following the restoration of the Charles II. He added: 

I find that a general freedom is but a general bondage, that the popular 
asserters of public liberty are the greatest engrossers of it too.... All 
the freedom I can wish my country or myself is to enjoy the protection 
of those laws which the prudence and providence of our ancestors 
established and the happy return of his Majesty hath restored. 18 

In the early 1660s, Locke wrote his first major political treatise, the Two 
Tracts on Government. He was at Oxford University at the time, where he set out 
to answer the following questions on religious toleration: (i) “Whether the civil 
magistrate [could] lawfully impose and determine the use of indifferent things 
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in reference to religious worship” and (2) whether “the civil magistrate [could] 
specify indifferent things to be included within the order of divine worship, 
and impose them upon the people.” After considerable reflection, his answer to 
both questions was an unequivocal yes. The dispute consuming England at 
this time revolved around the question of religious toleration and the extent to 
which a diversity of worship should be allowed in society without provoking a 
civil war. A related and equally important question was who was to be the final 
arbiter in making these decisions, the will of the civil magistrate or the 
conscience of the individual. 

The immediate political relationship the Two Tracts on Government sought 
to address was the normative one between religious toleration and political 
order. This issue was one of the most hotly contested and emotionally charged 
controversies in post-Reformation Europe, dominating political life. Due to its 
overall importance, it preoccupied Locke’s thinking throughout his adult life. 
While it is largely forgotten today, it is instructive to recall—in the context of 
recent debates about Islam’s relationship with violence—that until fairly re¬ 
cently Christianity was arguably the most intolerant of the world’s religious 
traditions. In Voltaire’s famous phrase, “Of all religions, the Christian is 
without doubt the one which should inspire tolerance most, although up to 
now the Christians have been the most intolerant of all men.” 19 Accusations of 
heresy and the persecution of heretics was a long-running theme for over a 
millennium in Christian Europe, replete with inquisitions, expulsions, and 
forced conversions. “It was not until the religious conflicts generated in the 
sixteenth century by the Protestant Reformation and in the actual struggle 
against persecution,” Perez Zagorin reminds us, “that genuine theories of 
religious toleration first made their appearance in Europe.” 20 

The term “indifferent things” that Locke chose to write about in his first 
political tract referred to those aspects of religion that were not explicitly 
commanded or forbidden by scripture. They were neither inherently good 
nor evil and included items such as church ornaments, rites, ceremonies, 
fasts, and other forms of external church worship and observance. While 
most Christian denominations allowed for a degree of liberty of conscience 
in matters of faith, disagreement soon emerged in deciding whether some¬ 
thing was indifferent or not. Much of the religious dispute in England during 
the seventeenth century between the Anglican Church and dissenting Protes¬ 
tant sects revolved around this question. Given the general climate of intoler¬ 
ance of this era and the passionate views that informed people’s approach to 
matters of faith, a holy war over “indifferent things” was never far away. 21 

Locke’s position in the Two Tracts was to favor political order over liberty of 
conscience. His views were a product of his time, oriented to the English Civil 



DUELING SCRIPTURES 73 


War and the ensuing chaos that had enveloped England. He lamented: “all 
those tragical revolutions which have exercised Christendom these many years 
turned upon this hinge, that there hath been no design so wicked which hath 
not worn the vizor of religion, nor rebellion which hath not been so kind to 
itself as to assume the specious name of reformation ... none ever went about 
to ruin the state but with pretence to build the temple.” 22 Locke feared that 
people would use religious freedom not to be good citizens but to sink their 
country “in perpetual dissension and disorder.” 23 Locke’s remedy for this state 
of affairs was to defend the cause of political order, embodied in the divine 
right of kings, against claims for the liberty of religious conscience. 

What is interesting about Locke’s worldview at this early stage of his adult 
life is his belief in the “firm subordination of religious sentiment to the 
demands of politics. Whatever its origins, political authority, to be adequate 
to its tasks, must be total.” 24 In this sense, Locke was adhering to the reigning 
Hobbesian consensus that the sovereign authority had the right to proclaim a 
state religion and to regulate the public manifestations of religion in society. 25 
The alternative to a confessional state, it was widely believed, was chaos and 
social anarchy. Thomas Hobbes speaks to this issue directly in chapter 26 of 
his Leviathan: 

if men were at liberty, to take for Gods Commandments, their own 
dreams, and fancies, or the dreams and fancies of private men; scare 
two men would agree upon what are Gods commandments; and yet in 
respect of them, every man would despise the Commandments of the 
Common-wealth. I conclude therefore, that in all things not contrary 
to the Morall Law... all Subjects are bound to obey that for divine Law, 
which is declared to be so, by the Lawes of the Commonwealth. 26 

Seven years later, while serving as confidante and assistant to Lord Anthony 
Ashley Cooper (the first earl of Shaftesbury, a prominent figure in English 
politics), Locke revisited the questions he had debated during his Oxford years, 
albeit from a different angle. The conclusions he reached this time were poles 
apart. In his posthumously published Essay Concerning Toleration (1667), in a 
reversal of his earlier authoritarian views, he affirmed that civil peace and 
social harmony could be advanced by “making the terms of Church commu¬ 
nion as large as may be.” 27 This shift of opinion on the merits of religious 
toleration was more fully articulated in his longer and more influential essay 
A Letter Concerning Toleration (1689). As James Tully has noted, the 1667 Essay 
“marks the transition to Locke’s radically subjective view of religious worship” in 
the 1689 Letter 28 The latter document has great importance in the overall 
development of Western liberal-democratic thought. I will discuss first Locke’s 
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articulation in it of the relationship between theological innovation and political 
norms, and then discuss potential lessons to be learned that can be transferred 
and applied to current debates within Muslim societies. 


Locke’s Argument for “True Religion” 

In 1683, as the battles over religious toleration intensified in England (and 
indeed throughout Europe) and became inextricably linked with struggles for 
political power, Locke was forced to flee Britain for the relative safety of 
Holland. He wrote his famous Letter Concerning Toleration there during the 
winter months of 1685, “with an intensity of moral conviction and of moral 
outrage unparalleled in western political theory.” 29 

In the Letter, Locke summarizes and codifies a debate that had been raging 
in England (and Europe) over the previous half century. Specifically, he ad¬ 
vances a series of prudential and moral arguments in defense of religious 
toleration that are rooted in a reconceptualization of the normative relationship 
between political authority and religious conscience. By linking the question of 
toleration to the language of individual rights, Locke’s Letter marks a signifi¬ 
cant shift in the historical development of liberal democracy. As James Tully 
has noted, 

the collection of assumptions, arguments, terms, distinctions and 
justifications of toleration of dissent, of civil and religious liberty, many 
of which are Locke’s, has come to be a fairly stable and traditional 
part of one of the two main western political and juridical discourses; 
that of the sovereign individual and his or her subjective rights. 30 

What concerns us here is less the explicit content of Locke’s argument in 
defense of toleration (and by extension political secularism and liberty of 
conscience) and more the religious foundations of his thesis. A close reading 
of the Letter reveals that Locke is advancing two novel ideas about Christianity 
and what it means to be a good Christian, ideas that heretofore had little public 
support. This new theory of Christianity and Locke’s passionate defense of it 
mark a radical break in the way religion had been understood by seventeenth- 
century English society. 31 

At the outset of his Letter Concerning Toleration, Locke attempts to redefine 
Christianity and to draw a sharp distinction between what he calls “true 
Religion” and, by implication, false religion. At six separate points in the Letter, 
one encounters the catchword “true Religion.” In two other places, Locke 
invokes the terms “true Christian” or “true Christianity” and on five other 
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occasions the term “true Church.” 32 The early parts of the Letter are filled with 
such references. These terms reflect Locke’s attempt to shift the normative 
definition and redirect the moral compass of Christianity by contrasting his 
new tolerant interpretation of Christianity (the true version) with the intolerant 
interpretations he sees around him (the false versions). The entire Letter 
arguably is premised on this distinction between the “true tolerant Christiani¬ 
ty” and the “false intolerant Christianity.” In other words, Locke suggests that if 
only his fellow citizens had a proper understanding of “true” Christianity, 
England and the rest of Christendom would not be engulfed in turmoil. 33 

Locke delves into this debate on the first page of his Letter. The first 
sentence asserts that toleration is an inseparable part of the Christian faith: 
“since you are pleased to inquire what are my Thoughts about the mutual 
Toleration of Christians in their different Professions of Religion, I must needs 
answer you freely... that I esteem that Toleration to be the chief Characteristical 
Mark of the True Church.” 34 What is interesting to note here is how, prior to 
any overt discussion of politics, Locke advances an argument in the first 
paragraph of his Letter (and on three separate occasions in this same para¬ 
graph) in favor of what he calls—“the True Church,” “a true Christian,” and 
“the Business of True Religion.” 35 Criticizing the so-called Christians who 
“boast of the Antiquity of Places and Names, or of the Pomp of their Outward 
Worship, he says: “these things ... are much rather Marks of Men striving for 
Power and Empire over one another, than of the Church of Christ .” 36 If a man 
pursues these narrow and self-serving ends in the name of religion yet simul¬ 
taneously is “destitute of Charity, Meekness, and Good-will in general towards 
all Mankind, even to those that are not Christians, he is certainly yet short of 
being a true Christian himself.” 37 

Pushing this argument further, Locke suggests that “the Business of True 
Religion is quite another thing. It is not instituted in order to the erecting of 
external Pomp, nor to the obtaining of Ecclesiastical Dominion, nor to the 
exercising of compulsive Force; but to the regulating of Mens lives according to 
the Rules of Vertue and Piety.” Locke continues in this vein with the statement 
“no Man can be a Christian without Charity, and without that Faith with works, 
not by Force but by Love .” 3 

Addressing more directly the problem of religious toleration, Locke af¬ 
firms that most people have lost their focus when it comes to religion. They 
have misdirected their anger away from identifying real social problems af¬ 
flicting English society. Working within a narrow religious framework, Locke 
argues that religious pluralism is not a source of corruption and moral decay— 
unlike the persistence of basic immoralities that are explicitly condemned in 
the Bible and do lead to social breakdown. Authentically pious people who are 
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genuinely interested in doing God’s work, Locke suggests, should get their 
moral bearings straight and focus their attention on these “real” dangers 
plaguing society, not the false danger of religious pluralism and toleration. 

Now, tho’ the Divisions that are amongst Sects should be allowed to be 
never so obstructive of the Salvation of Souls; yet, nevertheless. 

Adultery, Fornication, Uncleanliness, Lasciviousness, Idolatry, and such¬ 
like things, cannot be denied to he Works of the Flesh; concerning which 
the apostle has expressly declared that they who do them shall not 
inherit the kingdom of God. Whosoever, therefore, is sincerely solicitous 
about the Kingdom of God and thinks it his Duty to endeavour the 
Enlargement of it amongst Men, ought to apply himself with no less 
care and industry to the rooting out of these Immoralities than to the 
Extirpation of Sects. But if anyone do otherwise, and whilst he is cruel 
and implacable towards those that differ from him in Opinion, he be 
indulgent to such Iniquities and Immoralities as are unbecoming the 
Name of a Christian, let such a one talk never so much of the Church, 
he plainly demonstrates by his Actions that ’tis another Kingdom he 
aims at and not the Advancement of the Kingdom of God . 39 

Recalling the example of Jesus Christ, Locke proceeds to argue that many 
people have jettisoned Christ’s authentic example of spreading the message of 
God. “If, like the Captain of our Salvation, they sincerely desired the Good of 
Souls, they would tread in the Steps, and follow the perfect example of that 
Prince of Peace” who tried to spread the gospel “not armed with the Sword, or 
other Instruments of Force, but prepared with the Gospel of Peace, and with the 
Exemplary Holiness of the Conversation. This was his method.” The conclusion 
Locke reaches, therefore, is that “toleration of those that differ from others in 
Matters of Religion, is so agreeable to the Gospel of Jesus Christ and to the 
genuine Reason of Mankind, that it seems monstrous for Men to be so blind, as 
not to perceive the Necessity and Advantage of it, in so clear a Light .” 40 

Two items are worth noting here. By invoking “reason,” Locke is suggesting 
that his new interpretation of Christianity should be self-evident to anyone who 
contemplates his suggestion. Second, toleration is good because it is in keeping 
with the will of God. A good Christian, in other words, is not someone who is 
interested in the “extirpation of sects” or spreading the word of Jesus “with the 
sword, or other instruments of force” but one who believes in toleration, peace 
and the nonviolent spread of the message of Christ. According to Locke, both 
reason and revelation support this new interpretation of religion. 

To modern ears this interpretation of Christianity sounds quite familiar, 
but the larger political point to remember is that in seventeenth-century 
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Europe it was a radical position. To better appreciate the novelty of Locke’s 
project, it bears repeating that for most of its history prior to the eighteenth 
century, Christianity was not about “turning the other cheek” and “loving one’s 
neighbor” but rather was driven by a burning zeal to create a godly society by 
punishing heretics, crushing dissent, and opposing religious toleration—often 
by brute force. As Perez Zagorin writes in his comprehensive study on the 
topic, How the Idea of Religious Toleration Came to the West, 

it was only in Western society... and only since the sixteenth century 
because of the conflicts and debates between contending Christian 
churches, sects and confessions, that there has appeared a massive 
body of writings ... exploring the problem of religious toleration from 
many angles and presenting an array of arguments in behalf of the 
principles of liberty and conscience, mutual tolerance and religious 
coexistence and diversity. This literature was produced at a time when, 
as in the previous five centuries of Christian history, an accusation of 
heresy could mean death for the person charged . 41 

When viewed in its proper historical context, Locke’s moderate and tolerant 
interpretation of Christianity was a novel idea that carried considerable per¬ 
sonal danger for him and marked a significant departure from the reigning 
Christian and English consensus . 42 

The second innovation in Christianity that Locke’s Letter advances is the 
notion that religious belief should be voluntary and truth claims in matters of 
faith are normatively subjective. All churches in essence possess the same 
moral message, and all believers in God are fundamentally equal and subject to 
human fallibility in matters of religion. In making this claim, Locke was not 
suggesting moral parity of all religious expressions and all interpretations of 
scripture. His reference was mainly to the Protestant churches, not the Catho¬ 
lic Church, which, along with most English Protestants, he truly despised. 
More significantly, Locke believed that anarchy would not emerge if religious 
toleration was accepted because most people could reasonably agree on a 
common-sense interpretation of Christianity—in particular the tolerant and 
peaceful “true Religion” he was advocating—if they rationally reflected on his 
new proposition . 43 

Building on his support for the freedom of religious conscience and his 
belief that each individual is responsible for the care of his own soul and 
personal salvation, Locke puts forward a new definition of a church. “A Church 
then I take to be a voluntary Society of Men, joining themselves together of 
their own accord, in order to the publick worshipping of God, such a manner 
as they judge acceptable to him, and effectual to the Salvation of their Souls .” 44 
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The key words in this sentence are “of their own accord” and in “a manner as 
they judge acceptable.” Locke is undermining the notion of the moral superior¬ 
ity of a state church and the need for religious uniformity. His support of the 
moral sovereignty of individual conscience includes the right to change 
churches if a believer deems it necessary. “For if afterwards he discovers any 
thing either erroneous in the Doctrine, or incongruous in the Worship of that 
Society to which he has join’d himself, Why should it not be as free for him to 
go out as it was to enter ?” 45 

Elaborating on the point of the fundamental moral equality of churches, 
Locke raises two questions: if two churches come into conflict with each other, 
on what moral basis can we settle their dispute? And which one of them is 
right? Locke’s initial answer was that “it is the Orthodox Church which has the 
Right of Authority over the Erroneous or Heretical.” But he immediately 
qualifies this answer—and by doing so moves Christianity in a new normative 
direction—by stating that this initial response sheds no light on the question 
itself, because “every Church is Orthodox to it self; to others, Erroneous or 
Heretical. For whatsoever any Church believes, it believes to be true; and the 
contrary unto those things, it pronounces to be Error. So that the Controversie 
between these Churches about the Truth of their Doctrines, and the Purity of 
their Worship, is on both sides equal .” 46 Concluding his argument, Locke 
affirms that there is no objective judge who can settle a dispute between 
churches, as the “Decision of that Question belongs only to the Supreme 
Judge of all men, to whom also alone belongs the Punishment of the Errone¬ 
ous” (i.e. God ). 47 

The fundamental moral equality of churches was premised on Locke’s 
belief in the fundamental moral equality of all Christian believers. This new 
position is staked out in Locke’s Letter on several occasions and is intimately 
linked to his defense of the freedom of religious conscience. The targets of his 
criticisms are the traditional figures of authority in English society: the monar¬ 
chy and the clergy. “Princes indeed are born Superior unto other men in 
Power,” Locke observes, “but in Nature equal. Neither the Right, nor the Art 
of Ruling, does necessarily carry along with it the certain Knowledge of other 
things; and least of all the true Religion .” 48 

With respect to the moral authority and indispensability of the clergy in 
matters of faith, Locke writes: “some perhaps may object, that no such Society 
can be said to be a true Church, unless it have it in a Bishop, or Presbyter, with 
Ruling Authority derived from the very Apostles, and continued down unto the 
present times by an uninterrupted Succession.” Locke, however, disagrees with 
this opinion. Anticipating criticism, he disarms his Christian critics by both 
quoting scripture and arguing that the will of God is on his side. “Let them 
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shew me the Edict by which Christ has imposed that Law upon his Church. 
And let not any man think me impertinent if, in a thing of this consequence, 
I require that the Terms of that Edict be very express and positive. For the 
Promise he has made us, that wheresoever two or three are gathered together in his 
Name, he will he in the midst of them [Matt. 18:20], seems to imply the con¬ 
trary.” 49 What is noteworthy here is Locke’s appeal to the moral authority of 
scripture. “Show me evidence,” he is saying to his fellow Christian critics. The 
fact that there is no explicit command in the Bible on this topic suggests that 
alternative conceptions of the role of clerics in worship and in the life of a 
Christian can be envisioned and given legitimacy. 

In summary, Locke’s Letter Concerning Toleration realigns the broad moral 
and social relationship between religious toleration and political order. Staking 
out a clear position that it is imperative to distinguish “the Business of Civil 
Government from that of Religion, and to settle the just Bounds that lie 
between the one and the other,” Locke argues for a separation between church 
and state and freedom of religious conscience. “True and saving Religion 
consists in the inward perswasion of the Mind,” he writes, “it cannot be 
compell’d to the belief of any thing by outward force .” 50 

Locke arrives at these new religiopolitical positions by reflecting on the 
relationship between religion and government. According to one Locke scholar, 
“the main argument of the Letter does have to rest on its distinctively Christian 
foundations .” 51 While this is indeed true, the unique point I have been trying to 
demonstrate is that Locke’s argument is not only based on Christianity but more 
significantly is based on a decidedly distinctive and novel reading of Christianity. 
Locke has shifted the moral compass of Christianity in the direction of toleration, 
religious liberty, peaceful persuasion of the mind, and the fundamental moral 
equality of Protestant churches and believers . 52 This reinterpretation of religion 
serves as a critical precondition to advancing a new political theory of state-society 
relations. A revised interpretation of Christianity also serves as a critical preface to 
Locke's more popular and influential work the Two Treatises of Government. 


Locke’s Political Theology 

The Two Treatises of Government (1689) was Locke’s attempt to address the 
relationship between individual freedom and political authority. Recall the tu¬ 
multuous times. In England, the traditional symbols of authority—the Church 
of England, the monarchy, and the House of Lords—had been abolished and 
then resurrected. In 1649, King Charles I had been publicly beheaded, and 
England had become a republic under the short-lived Puritan rule of Oliver 
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Cromwell. In 1660, Charles II made a triumphant return to England, the 
Stuart monarchy was restored, and the Church of England reestablished. The 
old symbols of authority suddenly reappeared, and new allegiances were 
required. Add to this mix the devastation wrought by the bubonic plague 
(1665), the Great Fire of London (1666), growing controversies about religious 
toleration, and rising tension between an assertive Parliament and a conservative 
monarchy. In the midst of this confusion, fundamental questions about the 
moral basis of political authority, citizen obligation, consent, and the liberty of 
individual conscience were being asked, written about, and debated. 

In responding to these controversies, Locke relied on his two most trusted 
sources: reason and revelation. The Two Treatises can be understood through 
these complementary lenses. The often-neglected First Treatise encapsulates 
the revelatory and scriptural part of Locke’s argument, while the Second Treatise 
contains the more rational and secular aspects of his political vision. What 
concerns us in this discussion are the theological arguments of the First 
Treatise, particularly their relationship with Locke’s attempt to reorient existing 
religious and political norms as a prelude to advancing his quasi-liberal-demo- 
cratic thesis on government. 


The Locke-Filmer Debate 

To better understand of the origins of Locke’s argument requires some refer¬ 
ence to the political ideas of Sir Robert Filmer, a royalist ideologue, polemicist, 
and highly influential English author. Locke wrote the Two Treatises, in large 
part, with the motivation of refuting Filmer’s views. As the title of his most 
famous tract— Patriarcha or The Natural Power of Kings (1680)—indicates, 
Filmer was a traditionalist who believed in the divine right of kings. 53 He was 
the leading intellectual defender and theoretician of the principle of absolute 
hereditary monarchy in England during the seventeenth century, and his 
writings were republished after his death in 1653 and circulated in the context 
of an emerging dispute between the Whig-dominated Parliament and the 
Stuart monarchy. Filmer’s main argument was that the power of a monarch 
was analogous to the natural power a father exercises over his offspring. Such 
power was not only absolute but was a form of personal property that the 
monarch owns and is entitled to pass on to his heirs. 

Filmer’s views were based on scripture and history. He traced his argu¬ 
ment back to the biblical Adam; according to his interpretation of scripture, 
God granted the right of ownership over the earth to Adam and his progeny. It 
“is a truth undeniable,” Filmer asserted, “that there cannot be any Multitude of 



DUELING SCRIPTURES 8l 


Men whatsoever... gathered together from the several comers and remotest Regions 
of the World, hut that in the same Multitude... there is one Man amongst them, that 
in Nature hath a Right to be King of all the rest, as being the next Heir to Adam, and 
all the other Subject to him .” 54 According to Filmer, the monarchy of Adam is 
“the Original Grant of Government’ of which “the Supream Power is settled in the 
Fatherhood, and limited to one kind of Government, that is to say Monarchy .” 55 

There can be little doubt that Locke’s main intellectual target in the Two 
Treatises was Robert Filmer . 56 One need look no further than the front cover of 
Locke’s book, where the full title is displayed: Two Treatises of Government: In the 
Former, the False Principles and Foundation of Sir Robert Filmer, and His Followers, 
are Detected and Overthrown. The Latter is an Essay concerning the True Original, 
Extent, and End of Civil-Government . 57 More significantly, aside from Locke’s 
general description of Filmer’s ideas as “glib Nonsense i” replete with “Inconsis¬ 
tencies and “Obscurities,” Locke clearly states at the outset why Filmer’s writ¬ 
ings must be taken seriously. “I should not speak so plainly of a Gentleman, long 
since past answering, had not the Pulpit, of late Years, publickly owned his Doctrine, 
and made it the Current Divinity of the Times.” 5& 

It was thus the widespread acceptability of Filmer’s views—aided and 
abetted by a wide cross-section of the religious establishment in England— 
that made Filmer’s ideas relevant to English politics. As Locke elaborates in his 
preface: “For I should not have Writ against Sir Robert Filmer, or taken the pains to 
shew his mistakes, [and] Inconsistencies... were there not Men amongst us, who, by 
crying up his Books, and espousing his Doctrine, save me from the Reproach of 
Writing against a dead Adversary .” 59 It is clear from these comments that the 
general popularity of Filmer’s divine-right-of-kings thesis necessitated an un¬ 
dermining of the reigning religiopolitical orthodoxy before a new one could be 
submitted in its place. This was the task Locke set out to accomplish. 

The First Treatise of Government is fundamentally about divine providence, 
political authority, and the relationship between man and God. Locke launches a 
major assault on the philosophical and theological foundations of Filmer’s 
discussion of these themes . 60 The theological underpinnings of the Locke-Filmer 
dispute have been noted by Locke scholars before. Dunn has written that “Jesus 
Christ (and Saint Paul) may not appear in person in the text of the Two Treatises 
but their presence can hardly be missed,” and Jeremy Waldron has more recently 
noted that “it is intriguing that Locke chose to devote 120 pages of biblical 
refutation to Filmer’s six pages of biblical argument,” adding: “the only sustained 
passage of the First Treatise that is not scriptural in focus is the core passage on 
inheritance in Chapter IX, about ten pages at most .” 61 The reasons for this heavy 
dosage of theological disputation, as an integral part of and antecedent to a larger 
political argument, have been largely missed by Locke scholars. 
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This intimate relationship between theology, politics, and the historical 
development of liberal democracy is extremely significant both for this chapter 
and this book as a whole, and will be discussed in greater detail in the pages that 
follow. But first the basic outlines of the Locke-Filmer dispute require attention. 

In his preface, Locke tells us that the foundation of Filmeds argument (of 
the divine right of kings) is “ Scripture-proofs In fact, Filmer claims—like many 
political Islamists in the Muslim world today—that the sole standard for asses¬ 
sing the moral legitimacy of government is the revealed word of God. 2 “It is a 
shame and scandal for us Christians,” Filmer observes, “to seek the original of 
government from the inventions or fictions of poets, orators, philosophers and 
heathen historians, who all lived thousands of years after the creation ... and to 
neglect the scriptures, which have with more authority most particularly given 
us the true grounds and principles of government .” 63 Revealingly, Locke con¬ 
curs with Filmer that the scriptures are the most authoritative standard for 
measuring political legitimacy. However, he confidently affirms—and this is 
where he undermines Filmer’s thesis—that Filmer’s argument does not stand 
up to critical scrutiny according to his own standard of proof. 

Locke writes that if “the Assignment of Civil Power is by Divine Institution 
and confirmed by scripture, then “no Consideration, no Act or Art of Man can 
divert it from that Person, to whom by this Divine Right, it is assigned .” 64 
Locke thus acknowledges the ultimate authority of scripture in matters politi¬ 
cal especially in determining the head of state. The problem, however, accord¬ 
ing to Locke, is that Filmer has misread and misunderstood the Bible. The 
scriptural evidence of the jure divino of Adam’s monarchy is simply absent from 
the text. Locke argues: 

If he [Filmer] has ... given any other Proofs of Adam’s Royal Authority, 
other than by often repeating it, which among some Men, goes for 
Argument, I desire any body for him to shew me the Place and Page, that 
I may be convinced of my mistake, and acknowledge my oversight. If no 
such Arguments are to be found, I beseech those Men, who have so 
much cryed up this Book, to consider whether they do not give the 
World cause to suspect that if s not the Force of Reason and Argument, 
that makes them for Absolute Monarchy, but some other by Interest, 
and therefore are resolved to applaud any Author, that writes in favour 
of this Doctrine . 65 

As noted earlier, according to Robert Filmer, all humans owed their obedi¬ 
ence to their rulers because God had given the earth to Adam and his posterity, 
which, Filmer suggests, extends to the English monarchy. “Divine appoint¬ 
ment had ordained it to be Monarchical,” Locke wrote, paraphrasing Filmer . 66 
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The relationship between ruler and commoner was essentially a master-slave 
relationship, one for which Locke in his earlier writings, as noted earlier, had 
demonstrated some sympathy. 

In specific terms, Locke charged that Filmer was guilty of misinterpreting 
the scriptures. While this thread of reasoning runs throughout Locke’s critique 
of Filmer, with respect to the nature of political power, Filmer’s mistake, 
according to Locke, was twofold. Filmer mistakenly claimed that (i) God gave 
Adam exclusive authority to rule the earth as his private domain as a monarch 
(and by extension the current claim to political authority in seventeenth- 
century England can be traced back through the Bible to Adam). In other 
words, a linear line of moral authority, Filmer claimed, can be traced from 
Adam to the Stuart monarchy; and (2) monarchical rule is absolute, and the 
king is above the law. In the same way a father has absolute control over the 
welfare of his children, a monarch has absolute control over his subjects. Put 
differently, paternal power, Filmer argued, is synonymous with political power. 

On both accounts, Locke argues that Filmer’s thesis is fundamentally 
misleading and his conclusions erroneous. More precisely, Locke accuses Fil¬ 
mer of shoddy biblical scholarship, poor argumentation, and weak reasoning. 
Locke says the general pattern of the entire corpus of Filmer’s writing is that 
“Incoherencies in Matter, and Suppositions without Proofs put handsomely 
together in good Words and a plausible Style, are apt to pass for strong Reason 
and good Sense, till they come to be lookd into with Attention.” 67 

Having thoroughly investigated Filmer’s thesis, Locke concludes that Filmer 
has in general “warpjed] the Sacred Rule of the Word of God,” 68 by severely 
misreading the scriptures with respect to the idea of the divine origins of 
government and in particular with respect to the exclusivist claims to land and 
power by Adam (and down throughout history to the Stuart monarchy). In short, 
Filmer’s claim that the original grant of government is located in the story of 
Genesis is bereft of any evidentiary support. Furthermore, Locke accuses Filmer 
of engaging in a “false inference” 69 when he assumes that paternal power is 
analogous to political power. The two are decidedly separate, and neither scrip¬ 
ture nor reason supports Filmer’s position. To better appreciate the style and 
manner of Locke’s critique—in particular the relationship between competing 
exegeses and political thought—consider the following example. 


A Case Study of Dueling Scriptures: The Book of Genesis 

Chapter 5 of the First Treatise, “Of Adam’s Title to Sovereignty by the Subjection 
of Eve,” is a representative sample of Locke’s biblical hermeneutics. In brief, it 
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is an alternative commentary on several passages from the Book of Genesis 
that Filmer partially relies on to support his thesis about the divine origins 
of kings. The central verse in dispute is “Unto the woman he said, I will greatly 
multiply thy sorrow and thy conception; in sorrow thou shalt bring 
forth children; and thy desire shall be to thy husband, and he shall rule over 
thee” (3:16). 

According to Filmer’s interpretation, in this verse God has announced that 
“the Original Grant of Government’ begins with Adam, in that “the Supream 
Power is settled in the Fatherhood, and limited to one kind of Government, that is to 
Monarchy .” 70 Locke argues that Filmer has misread the scriptures and that his 
conclusion cannot be sustained by any rational and “sober” examination of the 
text. 71 In other words, God has not prescribed a model of government for the 
human race either in this verse or any other part of the Bible. The scriptures are 
silent on this question of the proper form of government, or as Locke says more 
explicitly in A Letter Concerning Toleration, “there is absolutely no such thing, 
under the Gospel, as a Christian Commonwealth.” 72 

Locke begins his analysis by noting the general context and moral direction 
of the Book of Genesis, in particular the early verses. The broad theme is God’s 
condemnation of Adam and Eve for disobeying an explicit order to not eat from 
the forbidden tree—an act that results in their expulsion from heaven. According 
to Locke, “God says here to our first Parents, that he was Denouncing Judgement, 
and declaring his Wrath against them both, for their Disobedience.” 73 

Locke fires his first salvo at Filmer by pointing out a serious contradiction 
between God’s demotion of Adam (in the Bible) and Filmer’s elevation of 
Adam’s status (in his own book, Patriarcha). “We cannot suppose that this 
was the time,” Locke observes, “wherein God was granting Adam Prerogatives 
and Priviledges, investing him with Dignity and Authority, Elevating him to 
Dominion and Monarchy,” when by virtue of his defiant conduct he was a 
“helper in the Temptation, as well as a Partner in the Transgression ... yet he 
too had his share in the fall, as well as the sin.” In other words, Locke poses the 
question, as Adam has just engaged in a serious moral transgression (by 
defying God’s will), how could God simultaneously be rewarding him? 

Locke brings forward further evidence, in verses that immediately follow 
in Genesis, to suggest that Filmer has misunderstood God’s intent: “In the 
sweat of thy [i.e. Adam’s] face shalt thou eat bread, till thou return unto the 
ground; for out of it wast thou taken: for dust thou art, and unto dust shalt thou 
return” (3:19); and “Therefore the Lord God sent him forth from the garden of 
Eden, to till the ground from whence he was taken” (3:23). Locke points out that 
in comparing these three passages and reading them in context, “twould be 
hard to imagine, that God, in the same Breath, should make him Universal 
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Monarch over all Mankind, and a day labourer for his Life; turn him out of 
Paradise, to till the Ground, ver. 23. and at the same time, advance him to 
Throne, and all the Priviledges and the Ease of Absolute Power.” 74 Locke’s 
conclusion is that Filmer must have misread the Book of Genesis and extracted 
an interpretation that cannot be justified by any honest reading of the Bible. 
Summarizing his dissenting exegesis, Locke writes: 

This was not a time, when Adam could expect any Favours, any grant 
of Priviledges, from his offended Maker. If this be the Original Grant of 
Government, as ... [Filmer] tells us, and Adam was now made 
Monarch, whatever Sir Robert would have him, ’tis plain, God made 
him but a very poor Monarch, such an one, as our... [Filmer] himself 
would have counted it no great Priviledge to be. God sets him to work 
for his living, and seems rather to give him a Spade into his hand, to 
subdue the Earth, than a Scepter to Rule over its Inhabitants. In the 
Sweat of thy Face thou shalt eat thy Bread, says God to him, ver. 19. 75 

The next exegetical disagreement Locke has with Filmer pertains to the 
relationship between husbands and wives. Locke first quotes the relevant 
passage in full: “ Unto the woman he said, I will greatly multiply thy sorrow and 
thy conception; in sorrow thou shalt bring forth children; and thy desire shall be to thy 
husband, and he shall rule over thee” (Gen. 3:16). He then offers his own 
interpretation of the passage. Locke sees nothing overtly political in these 
words, only a very general description of a natural reality. He observes: “God, 
in this Text, gives not, that I see, any Authority to Adam over Eve, or to Men 
over their Wives, but only foretels what should be the Womans Lot, how by his 
Providence he would order it so, that she should be subject to her husband, as 
we see that generally the Laws of Mankind and customs of Nations have 
ordered it so; and there is, I grant, a Foundation in Nature for it.” 7<5 In other 
words, this is a purely descriptive verse and not a prescriptive one with any 
connection to political norms that have divine sanction. 

Locke then proceeds to puncture holes in Filmer’s argument by raising a 
series of illuminating questions. He asks: “neither will anyone, I suppose, by 
these Words, think the weaker Sex, as by a Law [of nature] so subjected to the 
Curse contained in them, that 'tis their duty not to endeavour to avoid it. And will 
anyone say, that Eve, or any other Woman, sinrfd, if she were brought to Bed 
without those multiplied Pains of God threatens her here with?” Locke’s herme¬ 
neutical point is that biblical passages cannot be translated literally into absolute 
factual events for all peoples and at all times; exceptions to this alleged moral 
imperative often exist. Deepening his critique, Locke draws on recent English 
political history. Addressing specifically the question of a wife’s absolute 
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subjection to her husband (Filmer’s position), Locke asks rhetorically whether 
“Queens Mary or Elizabeth, had they Married any of their Subjects, had been by 
this Text put into a Political Subjection to him? or that he thereby should have had 
Monarchical Rule over her ?” 77 

Concluding his dissenting exegesis, Locke posits an alternative interpreta¬ 
tion of these verses. 

But if these words here spoke to Eve must needs be understood as a Law 
to bind her and all other Women to Subjection, it can be no other 
Subjection, than what every Wife owes her Husband, and then if this 
be the Original Grant of Government and the Foundation of Monarchical 
Power, there will be as many Monarchs as there are Husbands. If 
therefore these words give any Power to Adam, it can be only a 
Conjugal Power, not Political, the Power that every Husband hath to 
order the things of private Concernment in his Family, as Proprietor of 
the Goods and Land there, and to have his Will take place before that of 
his wife in all things of their common Concernment; but not a Political 
Power of Life and Death over her, much less over any body else . 78 

Like a good trial lawyer summarizing his closing argument, Locke concludes 
that Filmer has not proven his case beyond a reasonable doubt. His arguments 
are too weak, unconvincing, and superficial to be believed. Rather than proving 
his case, Locke suggests that Filmer has merely stated it. “He ought to have 
proved it by some better Arguments than by barely saying, That thy desire shall 
be unto thy Husband, was a Law whereby Eve and all that should come of her, were 
subjected to the absolute Monarchical Power of Adam and his Heirs .” 79 

Furthermore, the verses in question from the Book of Genesis are too 
abstract and vague for one to be able to derive any conclusive or definitive 
meaning from them, least of all a divine-sanctioned theory of government. In 
Locke’s own words, these verses are “too doubtful an expression, of whose 
signification Interpreters are not agreed, to build so confidently on.” 8 ° 
Summarizing his refutation of Filmer, Locke observes: 

according to his way of Writing, having once named the Text, [Filmer] 
concludes ... that the meaning is, as he would have it. Let the words 
Rule and Subject be but found in the Text or Margent, and it 
immediately signifies the Duty of a Subject to his Prince, the Relation 
is changed, and though God says Husband, Sir Robert will have it King; 
Adam has presently Absolute Monarchical Power over Eve, and not only 
over Eve, but all that should come of her, though the Scripture says not a 
word of it, nor [has] our... [Filmer] a word to prove it. 
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Having undermined Robert Filmed s authoritarian conception of legitimate 
political authority, Locke then proceeds in the Second Treatise to lay out his quasi- 
liberal-democratic political vision. He returns to a consideration of the “state of 
nature,” affirming that human beings are divinely created in this state as natu¬ 
rally equal and free and thus “no Absolute or Arbitrary power” can be exercised 
over them. In the state of nature, the “fundamental, sacred, and unalterable law of 
self-preservatiori’ exists, and the earth is not the private domain of kings and their 
progeny but rather it has been “given... to Mankind in common.” 82 

Still deeply committed to a view of politics that is rooted in divine provi¬ 
dence, Locke argues—in contrast to Filmer—that because people are naturally 
born free and equal, the only moral basis for exercising political authority lies 
in the voluntary “consent” of the governed. “Men being .. .by Nature, all free, 
equal and independent, no one can be put out of this Estate, and subjected to 
the Political Power of another, without his own Consent,” Locke observes. 
“When any number of Men have so consented to make one Community or 
Government, they are thereby presently incorporated, and make one Body 
Politick, wherein the Majority have a Right to act and conclude the rest.” 83 


Assessing Locke’s Political Theology 

What are the larger political lessons to be learned from the foregoing discus¬ 
sion, and how does it shed light on the struggle for liberal democracy in 
Muslim societies today? I have tried to show that Locke's argument for reli¬ 
gious toleration and his quasi-democratic defense of government by consent 
have a unique pattern and sequence. In both A Letter Concerning Toleration and 
the Two Treatises, he prefaces his new political theory with a theological 
discussion—or, more precisely, a dissenting religious exegesis that challenges 
the conventional norm. This is not an insignificant fact but rather it signifi¬ 
cantly illuminates our understanding of how new ideas can be advanced in 
religious-based societies. 

As noted, Waldron has written that “it is intriguing that Locke chose to 
devote 120 pages of biblical refutation to Filmer’s six pages of biblical argu¬ 
ment.” 84 But there is much more to this point than mere questions of curiosity 
and intrigue or the related fact that Filmer (unlike Locke) attempted to explic¬ 
itly integrate into his political philosophy the writings of non-Christian thin¬ 
kers such as Aristotle and Cicero, while Locke’s authoritative references are 
decidedly and exclusively Christian—the Anglican theologian Richard Hooker 
and Jesus Christ. 85 The strong religious orientation of Locke’s political theory 
is worth noting. Are these merely accidental developments or do they provide a 
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deeper insight into the historical development of liberal democracy that has 
crosscultural potential? Similarly, why did Locke choose this approach to 
advance his political argument? In other words, why did he believe it was 
necessary to refute Filmer with a biblical exegesis as a prelude to advancing a 
new political theory on government? 

Recall that the new political positions Locke was defending, both on 
toleration and on government by consent, were minority views that did not 
enjoy broad support in seventeenth-century England. The idea that political 
order could somehow be enhanced by embracing religious toleration and that 
human beings were fundamentally created equal in the state of nature were 
highly controversial propositions in Europe at the time. Waldron notes that 
these ideas were “like communism in America in the 1950s.... [It was thought 
that if it was] let loose in politics and in moral belief generally... there was no 
telling the harm it could do.” Proponents of these ideas “were widely regarded 
as unsound and dangerous to the point of incendiary, the last people respect¬ 
able opinion would rely on for an account of the grounding or the reform of 
stable and effective political institutions.” 86 

In large part, Locke’s proto-liberal-democratic theories were deemed offen¬ 
sive because they seemed to violate basic moral presuppositions rooted in 
divine providence and the natural order of human civilization. Seventeenth- 
century England was a deeply conservative and religious society. Judging by 
today’s standards, many would consider Locke and his compatriots Christian 
fundamentalists. Due to his indirect participation in English politics (as an 
advisor to the first Earl of Shaftsbury), Locke had an interest in changing hearts 
and minds and thus had to situate his arguments within the existing moral 
framework of English political culture if they were to be taken seriously. 
Whether he did this instrumentally, as Leo Strauss and his disciples claim, 
or because of his own deeply held Christian convictions is beyond the scope of 
this chapter. 8 - 7 The more important point for this discussion relates to the 
transformation of a political culture—particularly one with weak or nonexis¬ 
tent democratic and liberal ideas. It is the legitimacy and authenticity of new 
ideas on government and the introduction of new moral values that concerns 
us here. For Locke’s political theory to receive a fair hearing, he had to work 
within the existing (religious) values of his host community. In short, to 
construct an argument that political change was in keeping with Christianity 
was to render it legitimate and acceptable. 88 

In the First Treatise, as I have shown, Locke accepts the Bible as the ultimate 
standard for assessing the moral basis of legitimate political authority. His 
argument against Filmer is based on rejecting Filmed s reading of the Book of 
Genesis and offering his own dissenting religious exegesis. His idea of legitimate 
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government is rooted in the idea of the state of nature, in which human beings, all 
created by the same divine source, are fundamentally free and basically equal, and 
he argues that the only form of political authority that can be morally (i.e. 
religiously) justified is by the expressed consent of the governed. He goes to 
considerable length to prove that his idea is perfectly consistent with God’s 
providence, implying that any pious Christian could comfortably support his 
theory on both theological and rational grounds. In short, having first under¬ 
mined Filmer’s very dubious reading of the Bible and its concomitant political 
argument, while firmly remaining within the existing moral/Christian consen¬ 
sus of his time, Locke then proceeds to construct his alternative theory of 
government which we recognize today as being the outline of modern liberal 
democracy. 

In A Letter Concerning Toleration, Locke follows the same trajectory of 
argument. Accepting the assumptions of a religious worldview, he first sets 
out to shift the moral compass and normative direction of Christianity, before 
beginning a discussion about church-state relations, political secularism, and 
the social benefits of religious toleration. He argues that toleration is to be 
embraced not only for prudential reasons but fundamentally because it is the 
Christian (i.e. moral) thing to do. “True Christianity” and “true religion” require 
it, and both scripture and reason support it. His new liberal political vision, in 
other words, is predicated on this prior moral claim. 

The key point here is that in Locke’s contribution to the historical 
development of liberal democracy, religious reformation (or reformulation) 
precedes new moral claims about the legitimate basis of political authority. 
Religious reformation is an antecedent to political secularization and move¬ 
ment toward liberal democracy. An integral part of Locke’s argument was 
an effort to change the values and norms that informed the political culture 
of his age. This is understood more easily if we remember that the political 
culture of seventeenth-century England was deeply infused by conservative 
Christian values and thus any discussion of the moral basis of government 
had to factor this reality into political discussion. If anyone sought to 
change the political culture with respect to ideas of government, they 
logically had to alter the normative interpretation and understanding of 
Christianity. A religious reformation, therefore, was a precondition to politi¬ 
cal secularization and the evolution of arguments that contributed to the 
development of liberal democracy. This is the first broad conclusion this 
chapter derives from rereading the political theology of Locke. The question 
that remains for this chapter is what does the foregoing discussion have to 
do with understanding political development in Muslim societies today? In 
short, everything. 
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The Relevance of John Locke to Liberal-Democratic Theory 
in Muslim Societies 

To compare religious traditions is not to equate them. The study of history, 
however, is rendered meaningless if one cannot draw on relevant historical 
analogies to illuminate contemporary political phenomena. The historian Marc 
Bloch has in fact suggested that one of the principal purposes of historical 
comparison is the identification of differences. 89 It is a major assumption of 
this book that the similarities between Islam and Christianity as religious 
faiths—and the political consequences flowing from their reformulation—is 
significant enough to merit a comparison. 90 Both religions, albeit at different 
times, have been used in similar ways as the key legitimating principle of 
government—both in justifying political authority and citizen obligation and 
in opposing the emergence of more democratic and liberal principles. The 
ongoing political battle in Iran between reformists and conservatives is an 
illustration of this point. 

A comparison between Locke’s England and Iran today is justified on the 
following grounds. Both societies, albeit at different times, were under the 
sway of an illiberal and undemocratic political doctrine, and in both societies 
religion has been a key marker of political identity. Furthermore, in both Iran 
and England liberal or democratic traditions were nonexistent or at best very 
weak, and popular ideas on what constituted legitimate government were 
decidedly nondemocratic. 91 More pertinent, in both societies, the emergence 
of new arguments about the moral basis of legitimate political authority 
emerged as a result of a clash between notions of the divine right of kings / 
clerics and popular sovereignty. It was the “lived experience” of monarchical- 
clerical despotism that produced a series of lessons, in both societies, that were 
central to the struggle against political authoritarianism. Finally, progress in 
advancing liberalization and democratization was intimately linked to the 
reinterpretation of religious norms and the indigenization of a soft form of 
political secularism. 92 

In 1997, a grassroots democratization process had gained new momentum 
in Iran following a series of electoral victories for reformist candidates in 
consecutive presidential, parliamentary, and municipal elections. Iranian soci¬ 
ety during the two-term presidency of Muhammad Khatami (1997-2005) was 
engaged in full-scale internal debate about the relationships between tradition 
and modernity, democracy and theocracy, civil law and religious law, human 
rights and religious duties. The key axis of controversy around which this 
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debate unfolded was the normative relationship between religion and govern¬ 
ment in Iranian society. 

Following the 1979 overthrow of the Pahlavi monarchy, the postrevolution¬ 
ary power struggle had been convincingly won by the Islamist supporters of 
Ayatollah Khomeini, vanquishing nationalist and leftist forces in the process. In 
simple terms, the crisis of Iranian democracy during the Khatami period can be 
understood as an internecine ideological war among past and present political 
Islamists vis-a-vis the future of Iran’s Islamic revolution. The dominant group is a 
narrow, cleric-conservative coalition that controls all of the major levers of power 
and who can draw on a solid and loyal following among the deeply religious 
segments of the lower middle class and the bazaar. A Weltanschauung that grants 
ultimate political authority to the Islamic jurists and limits the exercise of popular 
sovereignty has informed this dominant group’s political theology. 93 To date, they 
have won most of the major political battles for control of state institutions—but 
critically not the ideological ones at the level of civil society—yet they remain 
firmly in control of the Iranian state. 

What is significant here is that despite this group’s hold on power, the 
postrevolutionary Islamist consensus on the question of legitimate political 
authority has been shattered in Iran, especially within critical segments of 
Iranian civil society (intellectuals, women, youth). Since the early 1990s, follow¬ 
ing the death of Ayatollah Khomeini, an emerging democratic critique of cleric 
authoritarianism has been produced by influential members of the religious 
intelligentsia, both lay and clerical, that has sunk deep roots within Iran’s political 
culture with an attempt to reorient it in a liberal and democratic direction. 94 

Known internally in Iran as the no-andish-an-e dini (New Religious Thin¬ 
kers), this group of writers, political activists, and public intellectuals has 
developed a powerful, coherent, and penetrating theoretical critique—from 
within an indigenous Iranian Islamic framework—of the ruling religious 
orthodoxy. Their ideas in large part formed the philosophical foundation of 
the reform movement that won Muhammad Khatami the presidency in 1997 
and 2001. The titles of some of the more popular books that have been 
produced—and widely consumed by the public—speak volumes about the 
revisionist political and religious reformation that engulfed Iran during this 
period: Reason in the House of Religion (Hassan Yousefi Eshkevari); The Fascist 
Interpretation of Religion and Government: Pathology of Transition to the Demo¬ 
cratic and Development-oriented State (Alcbar Ganji); A Critique of the Official 
Reading of Religion (Mohammed Mujtahid Shabistari); Crises of Religious Gov¬ 
ernment (Mohsen Kadivar); The Tragedy of Democracy in Iran (Emadeddin 
Baghi); and From the Sacred Witness to the Profane Witness: The Secularization 
of Religion in the Sphere of Politics (Saeed Hajjarian). 95 
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Central to the reformist-conservative dispute has been disagreement about 
the proper location of sovereignty. A statement by Ayatollah Ahmad Jannati, a 
leading clerical hawk and head of Iran’s powerful Guardian Council, concisely 
captures the perspective of the ruling conservative establishment: “The people 
of Iran are considered in [view of Islamic] law, as orphans and minors, and 
Islamic scholars and clerics are their guardians and parents, who have to see to 
all of their needs.” 96 

On the other side of the political spectrum, a diverse coalition of religious 
thinkers and laypersons responded with a prodemocratic interpretation of 
religion. In a rejoinder to Ayatollah Jannati, Iranian reformers wrote an edito¬ 
rial of their own the following day: 

How can a society which has more than one million university 
students and 17 million high schoolers, and overall the people have 
adequate access to international media, be considered as orphans and 
in need of a guardian, especially from one class [of society]? If their 
understanding of Islam is really this, why are they being polite—put 
aside the constitution of the Islamic Republic once and for all! Why do 
you spend so much money then on colourful elections? In this 
geometry of command, all of these are unnecessary extras. 97 

The important phrase to pay attention to in this riposte is: “If their 
understanding of Islam is really this.” Much of the political debate in Iran 
during this period took place within a religious framework and idiom. In the 
words of Eric Rouleau, a longtime French observer of Muslim politics, “en Iran, 
islam contre islam.” 98 The references and debates, therefore, were fundamen¬ 
tally about what type of Islam should be followed, who the interpreters of Islam 
should be, and—critically—where does sovereignty lie, with the people or the 
clerics? For a sampling of this debate, consider the case of Yusuf Saanei. 

One of Iran’s ten grand Ayatollahs, Yusuf Saanei comes from a distin¬ 
guished family of theologians and possesses impeccable religious and revolu¬ 
tionary credentials. A close confidante and protege of Ayatollah Khomeini— 
who once said “I raised Ayatollah Saanei like a son”—Saanei was appointed to 
several high-ranking positions in government soon after the revolution, in¬ 
cluding membership in the influential Guardian Council and the Assembly of 
Experts, and ultimately to the position of prosecutor-general. In these capa¬ 
cities, he played a significant role in Islamicizing the Iranian political system, 
especially in transforming Iran’s secular legal code to a Shariah-based system. 
In 1984, however, he withdrew from politics and moved to the city of Qum, a 
center of Shia Islamic learning, to teach, study, and gradually develop a new 
modern interpretation of Islam. In a recent interview, he affirmed that the 
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Quran equates between men and women and gives everyone equal 
rights. Color, ethnicity, nationality and religion are not standards that 
can be used to discriminate between people when it comes to their 
rights. For example, regarding the rights of non-Muslims, when the 
Quran refers to disbelievers, it does not mean those who follow a 
different religion than Islam.... Non-Muslims around the world are 
not infidels. Christians, Marxists, Jews, and Zoroastrians are all non- 
Muslims but they are not disbelievers. Unfortunately, the majority of 
Muslim clerics and scholars do not differentiate between disbelievers 
and non-Muslims, which is the root of many problems. This is a very 
important matter that must be discussed in a conference between Shia 
and Sunni [theologians]. All people are equal in their rights. 

Personally and from my perspective of Islam, I respect all mankind 
and the Quran respects all mankind not only Muslims." 

To promote his ideas, in the late 1990s, Saanei issued a series of bold 
fatwas forbidding discrimination based on race, gender, or ethnicity. His new 
reformist exegesis even allowed abortion in the first trimester. He observed that 
while abortion is generally forbidden, “Islam is also a religion of compassion 
and if there are serious problems, God sometimes doesn’t require his creatures 
to practice his law. So under some conditions—such as parents’ poverty or 
overpopulation—then abortion is allowed.” He went out of his way to clarify, 
however, that “this doesn’t mean that we’re changing God’s laws... it just 
means we’re reinterpreting laws according to the development of science— 
and the realities of the times.” 100 

Notwithstanding his modernist orientation, lest anyone believe that he could 
be a poster boy for the American Civil Liberties Union, Saanei wrote in one of his 
books that the wearing of the hejab is mandatory for Muslim women and that 
“even a working woman must receive her husband’s consent to work.” 101 Despite 
these illiberal positions, his religious views have significantly evolved since the 
1979 Iranian revolution. In explaining his changing religious convictions, he has 
observed that when he was in political office he “could not feel the pain of the 
people as much [in] those days.... But now, I am among people and I feel the 
pressures.” He added: “How can we say Islam is a religion of justice if its laws 
consider women and non-Muslims unequal to Muslim men? Indeed, a man and 
woman are both humans, and Islam considers all humans of an equal value.” 102 

On the sensitive question of the normative relationship between religion 
and state, while not stating this explicitly, Saanei, echoing Locke, suggests that 
he favors a soft form of political secularism primarily because it preserves the 
integrity of religion. “The spiritual leadership has lost its holiness because it’s 
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become part of the power elite,” he noted. “I’ve realised how power corrupts. 
The unity between power and religion does great damage. Power is always 
linked with lies, theft, oppression and betrayal. Religious leadership, however, 
is holy. And for that reason religious leaders can’t say: I will lead the people to 
prayer, I will show them the good... and at the same time be part of the 
government. Government requires boxing people’s ears, deceiving them. The 
world of government is a world of oppression.” 103 

All things considered, Saanei's religious views, while still representative of 
a minority bloc within the Shia seminaries, does suggest an evolution of 
theological thought—at the highest level in Iran—with direct consequences 
for the struggle for democracy. Feminist groups and reformist politicians, for 
example, have relied on Saanei’s rulings in support of their democratization 
and liberalization efforts. “His willingness and courage to say things against 
the traditional mainstream is what makes him different from other clerics,” 
one Iranian secular feminist observed. 104 Furthermore, citing Saanei as a 
religious authority helps shield Iranian democracy and human rights activists 
from conservative charges that they are at war with God’s revealed word and 
thus are enemies of Islam. 


Real versus False Islam: Lockean Parallels in Iran 

Scrutinizing the speeches by reformers and their conservative critics, one can 
discern that both groups invoke religion in defense of their political ideals. The 
reformists criticize conservative Iranians who (as former president Khatami 
put it) “suppose that the more retarded a society is, the better protected its 
religion will be” and ask (as did former minister of culture Atoallah Mohajer- 
ani) “why does the Koran carry the harshest criticisms of the prophet? [Be¬ 
cause] it was not in the nature of the prophet to stifle discussion of opposing 
points of view.” 105 The conservative clerics fire back (as did former speaker of 
the Majlis, Ali Akbar Nateq Nouri) that the “threat coming from nationalists 
and liberals is serious. We must be aware. They are weakening the beliefs and 
convictions of our people” 106 and argue (as did supreme leader Ayatollah 
Khamenehi) that “it will be a great danger to the national security and people’s 
faith if the enemies of the Islamic revolution control or infiltrate the press.” 107 
Thus conservatives warn that the reformist agenda threatens both political 
order and Islam. “You cannot save Islam with liberalism and tolerance,” 
Ayatollah Jannati asserted, after a major press crackdown in August 2000. 
“I am announcing clearly and openly that the closure of the newspapers was 
the best thing the judiciary has done since the revolution.” 108 
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Consider the following speech by Ayatollah Abolghassem Khaz’ali, a hard¬ 
line cleric and former member of the influential Guardian Council. During the 
height of the reformist-conservative battles in 1999, Khazfali delivered a fierce¬ 
ly worded attack on the reform movement in Iran and in particular the policies 
of President Khatami. “That gentleman [Khatami] says that there exist different 
interpretations of the fundamentals of Islam and religious belief,” Khazfali told 
his audience. Addressing Khatami specifically, Khaz’ali asked: “Are you above 
the sources of emulation [in the Shia seminaries]? When a jurisprudent and 
philosopher like Ayatollah Mesbah Yazdi [a leading clerical hawk] says some¬ 
thing, you should say ‘I shall listen and I shall obey.’” Khaz’ali continued: 

If there is a danger, it is coming from the slogan of “civil society,” 
alongside which we are getting various readings of the fundamentals 
of religiousness, and now the situation has reached the point when the 
existence of God is being debated at the universities.... A handful of 
writers who are being supported by the U S are writing against 
religion’s fundamental and our sacred values. It is people like the 
former press deputy of the Minister of Islamic Guidance, 

Mr. Borghani, who had spent 13 years in the US, and Saeed Hajjarian 
who was kicked out of the Information Ministry, who are the ones who 
are now playing with us. If Mr. President does not prevent insults 
against the sanctities of Islam, then we shall see a day that he will 
escape from the country with makeup on his face [a reference to Iran’s 
first president, Abdul Hassan Banisadr, who disguised himself as a 
woman to flee Iran], Mr. President! Why aren’t you thinking about 
your turban? Do you think that people are stupid? 109 

The reformist coalition responded with their own appropriation of reli¬ 
gious texts and symbols to bolster their campaign for political liberalization 
and democratization. Speaking at an academic seminar in Tehran in 2002 
entitled “Democracy and Religion,” Mohsen Armin, a leading reformist par¬ 
liamentarian from Tehran, drew on the legacy of the Ali ibn Abu Talib (the first 
Shia imam, the fourth Sunni caliph, and a revered companion and relative of 
the Prophet Muhammad) in support of freedom of expression and in defense 
of civil rights. Referring to Ali’s rule of the fourth Muslim caliphate (656-660), 
which Armin characterized as a model of democracy and tolerance, he stated 
that no one was ever imprisoned for expressing an opinion under Ali’s leader¬ 
ship—unlike in Iran today, where “several [reformist] religious clerics and 
individuals have been sent behind bars on the very same charges.” 

Armin continued by observing that “Ali... told his most dangerous ene¬ 
mies, the Kharijites, who had called [Ali] an atheist, that they were free to use 
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[the] Muslim’s public treasury and could pray at mosques with others as long as 
they did not take up arms against him and the government.” This is the proper 
moral standard for tolerating different points of view in society, Armin in¬ 
sisted. Applying Ali’s moral standard for freedom of political expression to 
contemporary Iranian politics, Armin noted that charges against reformist 
activists who have been jailed on allegations of attempting to overthrow the 
Iranian government are unjust and divorced from Ali’s Islamic standard for 
toleration because “they have not taken up arms against the [current Iranian] 
government.” Furthermore, Armin noted, Ali never called his opponents 
“apostates” but merely said that they were “misled from the path of truth.” 
Returning to the case of Iran, Armin noted that “here in Iran, a university 
lecturer [Hashem Aghajari] has been accused of blasphemy for the remarks he 
has made while in Imam Ali’s ... government no Kharijite was accused of such 
charges.” 110 The implicit message Armin was conveying was that the conser¬ 
vative clerics in Iran were violating basic tenets of Islamic government as 
established by the revered moral figure Ali himself. Thus, the clerical claim 
to moral legitimacy based on Islamic values—which is the bedrock of their 
justification for political authority—was seriously open to dispute. A “true” 
Shia Muslim (such as the reformists claimed to be) normatively should tolerate 
dissenting points of views, and by extension democracy and human rights. 
Those who stood in opposition to this principle (i.e. the conservative clerics) 
were not upholding Islamic standards of government and were thus guilty of 
practicing a false version of Islam. 

In a set of remarks broadcast on Iranian state television, President Kha¬ 
tami made the same point about Ali, one of the most revered figures in Shia 
Islam. In fact, he came very close to suggesting that Ali, despite his seventh- 
century origins, was really a proto-liberal democrat. 

He was a human being who at the height of religious piety and 
devotion was brave in action and sympathetic to the people. A great 
human being who was angered when a bangle was forcibly taken away 
from a non-Muslim living under his rule. A human being who openly 
called on the people to criticize him, to understand their rights and to 
demand their rights. He believed that government was to serve people. 

He wanted justice for society. His earthly rule lasted less than five 
years, during which he had to deal with many wars, clashes, 
rebellions, tensions but at the end he was not satisfied if there was a 
human being living in the domain of his rule without wheat or shelter. 

[He was] a human being whose charter of government and 
compassion for humanity is still alive and a model for us. 111 
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Similarly, at a meeting in Isfahan entitled “With the Intellectuals of the 
Nation,” the head of the reformist Mosharekat (Participation) Party, Moham¬ 
mad Reza Khatami (the president’s younger brother) drew on similar Islamic 
themes to bolster the democratic claims of his party. He said that Iranians 
would never accept an interpretation of religion that was devoid of freedom and 
justice for its followers. “Mankind has a bitter memory of certain religious 
governments, where violence was practiced in the name of religion,” he 
affirmed. Directing his ire at his conservative rivals, he noted: “in religious 
governments, except for Prophet Mohammad’s ... and Imam Ali’s ... there 
have always been certain social strata in power who declared themselves as 
sacred and misused people’s beliefs for their own gain.” 

He then switched to the Lockean theme of differentiating between “real” 
and “true” religion. Khatami claimed that liberalism and democracy were the 
“true” form of Islam supported by his reformist coalition in contrast to the 
inauthentic and false version of Islam practiced by his conservative rivals. “The 
religious leaders must introduce real Islam to the people as it was the people 
who followed the leaders to make the revolution.” This responsibility of leader¬ 
ship was critical, so that people could get to know real Islam, in contrast to 
what “others are trying to make us believe as real Islam.” Speaking directly to 
his right-wing adversaries, he asked: “How can you compare an Islam which 
propagated justice and freedom for all, with the one that advocates disgracing 
intellectuals?” Affirming his revolutionary credentials, Khatami cited the late 
Ayatollah Khomeini, who once said that the public vote was to be the final 
determining factor in all of the affairs of the country. “How can you compare 
that [democratic version of] Islam with the fact that there are now ten to twelve 
people [in the Guardian Council who] can nullify all the demands of the 
people?” 112 The implication was that conservatives were in violation of not 
only core Islamic tenants but also the explicit preferences of the leader and 
founder of the Islamic revolution himself. Two weeks later, as the internal 
struggle in Iran intensified, President Khatami echoed the foregoing themes 
when he said that the conservative Guardian Council “must end its policy of 
systematic obstruction” of parliamentary legislation, adding: “the battle [inside 
Iran today] is between a democratic Islam and a despotic Islam.” 113 

The more one investigates the political and religious parallels between 
Locke’s England in the seventeenth century and Khatami’s Iran in the twenty- 
first century, the more one is struck by certain similarities. In both cases, 
authoritarianism is justified by invoicing the concept of the divine right of 
kings and clerics. “The right of fatherly government was ordained by God, for 
the preservation of mankind,” Filmer asserted 114 while his Iranian counterpart, 
Ayatollah Ali Akbar Meshkini, similarly has asserted that the “powers and 



98 ISLAM, SECULARISM, AND LIBERAL DEMOCRACY 


rights of the [Supreme Leader] are the same as those of the prophet [Muham¬ 
mad]. He can dispose of all the nation’s wealth, but also those belonging to the 
individuals.” 115 

A key component of Filmer’s absolutist political theory in the seventeenth 
century was that paternal power was synonymous with political power. Clerical 
hard-liners in Iran draw on a similar analogy to bolster their authoritarian 
conception of government. Ayatollah Ahmad Azari-Qumi has in fact suggested 
that the Islamic Republic of Iran is the de facto personal domain of the 
supreme clerical leader. 

The powers delegated to the [supreme] leader in the constitution 
are the [extension of the] monopoly of the leader in his duties and 
responsibilities and do not impose restrictions on his powers.... [The 
leader] is like the head of the family who, although in the division 
of labour takes the responsibility of outside shopping, he leaves for 
himself the right to interfere in the house where he has delegated 
the housework to his son.” 6 

Moreover, Ayatollah Khomeini himself, in his famous lectures on “Islamic 
Government,” where he first outlined his vision for a Shia Islamic state, invoked 
the Filmerian theme of equating paternal power with political power. “The 
governance of the faqih [Islamic jurist] is a rational and extrinsic matter,” Kho¬ 
meini asserted, “it exists only as a type of appointment, like the appointment of a 
guardian for a minor. With respect to duty and position, there is indeed no 
difference between the guardian of a nation and the guardian of a minor.”” 7 

In terms of democratic theory, the most salient parallel in this comparison 
is the clash between divine and popular sovereignty. One of Locke’s most 
vocal opponents was the Anglican priest Charles Leslie (1650-1722). In his 
book The Finishing Stroke, Being a Vindication of the Patriarchal Scheme of 
Government... (1711), Leslie observed: 

The Sum of the Matter betwixt Mr. Hoadly [an English bishop and 
outspoken opponent of ecclesiastical political authority] and me is 
this, I think it most Natural that Authority shou’d Descend, that is, be 
Derived from a Superior to an Inferior, from God to Fathers and Kings, 
and from Kings and Fathers to Sons and Servants: But Mr. Hoadly wou’d 
have it Ascend, from Sons to Fathers, and from Subjects to Sovereigns; 
nay to God Himself, whose Kingship the Men of the Rights say, is 
Derived to Him from the People ! And the Argument does Naturally 
Carry it all that Way. For if Authority does Ascend, it must Ascend to 
the Height.” 8 
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The conservative clerical establishment in Iran invokes nearly identical 
arguments. Compare Charles Leslie’s comments with those of Ayatollah Ah 
Akbar Meshkini in a Friday prayer sermon in Qum on March 20, 1998: 

If the experts [Assembly of Religious Experts] reached consensus on the 
leadership of a person and someone said that he did not accept this then 
he should be made to change his mind by reasoning with him. And if he 
still did not accept, then he should be sorted out with a sword.... I 
should say something about this. We see a group of people [the 
reformists], who have been given pens to write, call into question the 
meaning of the absolute leadership. Once upon a time, I explained 
the meaning of absolute, but they did not seem to have understood it. 

Once again they have said: “why should leadership be forever? 

Leadership should be for a limited period of time. Three or four years as 
a leader is enough for one person.” Leadership is one of the most 
dignified aspects of the issue of imamate [vice-regency of the Prophet 
Muhammad]. If what they say is right, then we shall also say that Imam 
Sadiq [the sixth Shia imam, 702-765] was an imam for a few years and 
that was enough. Similarly, the prophet [Muhammad] was also a 
messenger for a few years in Mecca, that was enough for him. Similarly, 
we shall even say that God has been God since time immemorial and 
that was enough for Him. Such people come up with a different plan 
every day. Then they distort things, saying that the Guardian Council’s 
supervisory role should be abolished. They want the Guardian Council 
to just sit idly by, watching people go to the Majlis [parliament] and say 
nothing about it. They want the road to the Majlis to be left open so that 
everyone who wants to enter the Majlis can do so freely. This is the 
Majlis, the Majlis which has been formed thanks to the immaculate 
blood of 100,000,150,000 martyrs being spilt. These people’s blood has 
been spilt for God. Leadership is a divine issue . 119 

Despite the separation of 287 years, both Charles Leslie and Ayatollah 
Meshkini justify political leadership on divine grounds and reject the notion of 
popular sovereignty for near identical reasons. Leslie is aghast at the notion 
that political authority “is derived... from the people,” while Meshkini simi¬ 
larly expresses open opposition to the idea that “the road to the Majlis ... be left 
open so that everyone who wants to enter the Majlis can do so freely.” 

One could continue in this vein by comparing the similarities in political 
argumentation between proponents of jure divino and government by consent. 
The larger theoretical point in terms of democratic theory is the following. In 
the case of both England and Iran, emerging democratic voices pursued 
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similar strategies and invoked comparable arguments to justify a transition 
from religious authoritarianism to an emerging liberal-democratic order. 
These individuals relied on a theological reinterpretation of religious norms 
as a central part of their strategy in rearticulating the moral basis of legitimate 
government. Proponents of this new position accepted many long-standing 
assumptions about the religious foundations of political society—in particular 
the centrality of scripture and religious tradition and history as a moral 
reference point—while simultaneously reorienting the normative principles 
of religion in the direction of liberal democracy. 


Conclusion 

Of primary interest in this chapter was how deeply religious societies under the 
sway of an illiberal and undemocratic religio-political doctrine can invoke 
arguments to theoretically rationalize and support a transition to democracy. 
An analysis of Locke’s political theology indicates that a reinterpretation of 
religious ideas with respect to government, as well as a competition between 
“dueling scriptures,” was an integral part of the development of Western 
liberal-democratic theory. Even though the Lockean example was drawn from 
a geographically and religiously distinct part of the globe (in Western Protes¬ 
tant Europe over three hundred years ago), a similar development can be 
observed in Muslim societies today. This suggests a possible universalism, 
that may be valid across time and between cultures, to the way religious 
societies can develop liberal-democratic arguments. 

The parallels between the principle of the divine right of kings and the 
divine rights of clerics, the Bible and the Koran, Christianity and Islam, and 
the eras of John Locke and Muhammad Khatami are striking. In both cases, 
the debate about the future direction of English/Iranian society has occurred 
and is occurring by a reinterpretation—not outright rejection—of religious 
thought and a subtle movement in the realm of ideas, in the direction 
of political pluralism, toleration of dissent, and representative government. 
Atheists, agnostics, and French-inspired secularists are not driving this pro¬ 
cess. It is not a coincidence, for example, that the magnum opus of one of 
Iran’s leading philosophers, Abdol Karim Soroush, is devoted to the theme of a 
reinterpretation of religious knowledge, Qabz va Bast-i Tiorik-i Shari’at (The 
Theoretical Contraction and Expansion of the Shariah). 120 

Furthermore, the incarceration and banning of the writings of, for exam¬ 
ple, the senior cleric Grand Ayatollah Ali Hossein Montazeri and the junior 
clerics Mohsen Kadivar and Hassan Yousef! Eshlcevari speaks to the Iranian 
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regime’s legitimacy problem. Such religious personalities pose a special threat 
to conservative clerical rule, primarily because their quasi-liberal and demo¬ 
cratic interpretation of Islam is popular and undermines the monopoly on 
religious interpretation that Iran’s conservative elite seek to enforce. Secular 
political figures can be more easily dismissed by the regime as no threat to the 
moral basis of political authority because of their perceived lack of authenticity; 
theologians and Muslim democratic activists pose a more serious challenge 
precisely because they accept the basic religious framework of politics the 
conservative clerics uphold yet offer a dissenting interpretation of the relation¬ 
ship between Islam and politics. 

Even the 2003 Nobel Peace laureate Shirin Ebadi is mindful of working 
within the parameters of Iran’s Islamic political culture in her defense of 
universal human rights. She treads a very careful line that avoids articulating 
a defense of human rights based exclusively on secular principles that cannot 
be reconciled by an innovative reading of Islamic jurisprudence. “The piece¬ 
meal reform of Islamic laws that she proposes would mean using ‘rationality,’ 
which she describes as ‘the scales for the weighing and apprehension of the 
holy word,’ to determine which anachronistic laws should be discarded.” 121 In 
speech after speech, she has gone out of her way to emphasize that there is no 
inherent contradiction between Islam and democracy or human rights. “The 
lack of democratization in the Islamic world,” she has stated, “does not 
emanate from the essence of Islam. Rather, it is due to the unwillingness for 
numerous reasons of Islamic states to embrace an interpretation of Islam that is 
compatible with human rights, preserves individual and social freedoms, and 
advocates democratic statecraft.” 122 

Personalities such as Shireen Ebadi, Yusuf Saanei, Mohsen Kadivar, and 
Abdolkarim Soroush remind us of the critical role played by what we might call 
“religious intellectuals” in promoting political development in conservative 
religious political environments. By situating their moral arguments with 
one foot in tradition and the other in modernity, they act as a critical bridge 
in the transition from authoritarianism to liberal democracy. This is particular¬ 
ly true when it comes to introducing new philosophical and theological in¬ 
novations in societies with nonexistent or weak liberal-democratic traditions. 

Locke can also be viewed as a religious intellectual. While this suggestion 
might seem shocking to a secular Western audience used to thinking of Locke 
as a founding father of the (secular) Enlightenment, historians of political 
thought should be comfortable with this characterization. Due to his ground¬ 
ing in the traditional religious norms of his society, Locke was able to break 
with the reigning consensus in his society and advocate a new political philos¬ 
ophy without alienating his entire political constituency. Ian Shapiro has 
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perceptively noted that: “Locke is something of a hybrid figure. He makes 
arguments that endure as defining features of political argument in the 
modern West, yet he does so in ways that reflect and embody premodern 
concerns. Reading Locke reveals that we have more complex links to our past 
than we might otherwise perceive.” 123 

When studying political philosophy in the early 21 st century, the religious 
roots of modern liberal democracy often escape our attention. A critical re¬ 
reading of the political theology of John Locke, however, reminds us of the 
theological origins of modern politics. It also helps us shed light on struggles 
for liberal democracy in non-Western polities where religion is a key marker of 
identity and where religious groups, religious intellectuals, and religious-based 
political parties are active in society. 

Locke is credited with writing the outline of modern liberal democracy. His 
ideas were taken up and expanded further by other philosophers such as 
Rousseau, Paine, and Mill. The methodology Locke used in articulating his 
political philosophy, however, should not be forgotten. With hindsight, we can 
see that it was central to the history of liberal democracy. In his critique of royal 
absolutism and intolerance, the core thrust of Locke’s argument was that his 
opponents had fundamentally misunderstood and misapplied the moral teach¬ 
ings of the Bible. “The Scripture says not a word of it,” was Locke’s common 
refrain as he proceeded to break new ground in Western political philosophy. 124 

In the Muslim world today, a similar rethinking of religious ideas has 
emerged with parallels to seventeenth-century England. The day after his election 
to a second term in office, President Khatami commented that the “people 
showed their commitment to the real meaning of religion and demands for 
freedom and justice.... The need of the moment and the future is to stabilize 
and deepen democracy and realize the rights of the people alongside religion.” 125 

We are all observers of this Muslim political drama as it plays itself out. As 
the late Eqbal Ahmad once observed, a primary lesson to be learned from the 
European experience of political modernization that is relevant to a Muslim 
context is that “no significant political change occurs unless the new form is 
congruent with the old. It is only when a transplant is congenial to a soil that it 
works.” 126 This truth about social change applies as much to Locke’s England 
in the seventeenth century as it does to Khatami’s Iran in the twenty-first 
century, where a reinterpretation of religious thought is a critical variable, 
influencing the process and trajectory of democratization and liberalization. 
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A Concise Anatomy 
of Secularism 

Examining Its Linkages to Liberal Democracy 


One of the major failures of most Arab and Western intellectuals 
today is that they have accepted without debate or rigorous scrutiny 
terms like secularism and democracy, as if everyone knew what 
these words mean. 

—Edward W. Said 

This chapter explores the history of secularism and its relationship 
with politics. The aim is to deepen our grasp of the concept of political 
secularism and to understand its connection with liberal democracy. 
Far from attempting a comprehensive treatment of the topic, I will 
examine various definitions of secularism, the historical background 
that gave rise to it, and the political problems it seeks to resolve. 

I will also examine the writings of key political philosophers who 
have contributed insights into this subject, along with the various 
political models of secularism that have been bequeathed to us 
from the political history of the West. 

The first theme I will explore is the historical roots of secularism. 
This is necessary because the term “secularism” is often bandied about 
with an imprecision that comes at the expense of analytical clarity. Any 
serious discussion of secularism, therefore, must first begin with an 
attempt to define the concept politically. I will argue that while the 
concept of secularism is ambiguous, a minimum common denomi¬ 
nator does exist whereby political secularism suggests a form of 
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separation (that can vary) between the domain of religion and the domain of 
government. 

An illustration of the ambiguous nature of secularism can be found in the 
different historical experiences of church-state relations in Europe. This has 
allowed for more than one form of political secularism to emerge. In the 
Western tradition, the two distinct but related forms of secularism are what 
could be called the Anglo-American “religion-friendly" (weak) version and the 
French Republican “religion-hostile” (strong) version. These examples sug¬ 
gests that secularism is not a monolithic entity but varies markedly in accor¬ 
dance with the historical experiences of church-state relations and nation 
building in various emerging democracies. 

The second theme this chapter explores is the precise relationship between 
secularism and liberal democracy. While writers from Alexis de Tocqueville in 
the early nineteenth century to Richard Rorty in the late twentieth century have 
written about this relationship, rarely have authors theorized about the consti¬ 
tutional and institutional boundaries between religion and state that are needed 
to sustain a liberal democracy. A key problem in grappling with this topic is that 
secularism is often assumed, but its necessity for liberal democracy is rarely 
argued. In tackling this critical issue I will draw on the recent theoretical work of 
Alfred Stepan. 

Stepan’s theory on religion and democracy is useful for many reasons but 
primarily because it concentrates attention on the precise points of friction 
between religious groups and the liberal-democratic state. While Stepan insists 
that a form of religious-state separation is necessary to sustain liberal democ¬ 
racy, he also develops a theory that is versatile, allowing for multiple possible 
scenarios in which religion and liberal democracy might coexist. Stepan’s 
thesis has special relevance to the contemporary debate on Islam and democ¬ 
racy precisely because of the nuanced way he approaches the theoretical 
relationship between religion, secularism, and liberal democracy. 


Toward a Conceptual Definition of Secularism 

What does the word “secularism” actually mean? What values does it promote 
and what problems does it seek to resolve? Does secularism imply anticlerical¬ 
ism, atheism, disestablishment, state neutrality and equidistance toward all 
religions, the rejection of religious symbols in the public sphere, the separation 
of the public and private spheres, the complete separation of religion from 
politics, or more narrowly the separation of the institutions of the state from 
the influence of religion? All of the above, some of the above, or none of the 
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above? If there is one thing that can be affirmed with certainty, it is that the 
concept itself is deeply contested, or as Charles Taylor has observed, “it is not 
entirely clear what is meant by secularism.” 1 

In tracing the etymology of the term “secular,” Nikki Keddie notes that the 
word is “derived in Middle English from the Old French word seculer (itself 
from the Latin saecularis). The word originally referred to clergy who were not 
bound by the religious rules of the monastic order.” Keddie adds: “In Middle 
English, it could also refer to the realm of the ‘this-worldly’ as opposed to the 
divine—the sacred and ‘other-worldly’ realms historically monopolized in 
Western Europe by the Roman Catholic Church.” 2 

John Keane suggests that the “intellectual roots [of secularism] run deep,” 
and he expresses surprise that to date “a comprehensive scholarly genealogy of 
these roots remains unwritten.” 3 In his own brief survey of the concept, Keane 
observes that during the sixteenth century the term “secular... underwent 
modernisation” and came to be understood as “converting from ecclesiastical 
to civil use.... ‘Secularisation’ connoted a process of reducing the influence of 
religion, as when the term was used in legal and ecclesiastical circles to 
describe the transfer of religious institutions or property to lay ownership or 
temporal use.” 4 Quoting from the first English-language dictionary, organized 
by Samuel Johnson (published in 1755), Keane observes that secularism at this 
moment in English history was described as “worldliness; attention to the 
things of the present life... to convert from spiritual appropriations to com¬ 
mon use... to make worldly.” 5 

Talal Asad, in an anthropological study, traces the term to mid-nineteenth- 
century northwestern Europe. He notes that “secularism” and “secularists” 
were first introduced by liberal freethinkers to avoid the charge of atheism, 
which suggested immorality in what was still a largely religious society. He 
credits George Jacob Holyoake (1817-1906), a social reformer and working- 
class activist, with coining the term “secularism” in 1851. 6 In Holyoalce’s book 
The Principles of Secularism, the concept is defined as follows: 

Secularism is the study of promoting human welfare by material 
means; measuring human welfare by the utilitarian rule, and making 
the service of others a duty of life. Secularism relates to the present 
existence of man, and to action, the issues of which can be tested by 
the experience of this life—having for its objects the development of 
the physical, moral, and intellectual nature of man to the highest 
perceivable point, as the immediate duty of society: inculcating the 
practical sufficiency of natural morality apart from Atheism, Theism, 
or Christianity: engaging its adherents in the promotion of human 
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improvement by material means, and making these agreements the 
ground of common unity for all who would regulate life by reason and 
ennoble it by service. 7 

By the twentieth century, secularism had emerged as a scholarly category 
that was used in the social sciences and connected with the work of Auguste 
Comte, Emile Durkheim, Max Weber, Karl Marx, Ferdinand Toennies, and 
Ernst Troeltsch. Nikki Keddie lists three ways “secularization” is commonly 
understood today: as (i) “an increase in the number of people with secular 
beliefs and practices”; (2) “a lessening of religious control or influence over 
major spheres of life”; and (3) “a growth in state separation from religion and in 
secular regulation of formerly religious institutions and customs.” 8 

One simple way of thinking about secularism is in relation to three core 
disciplines in the social sciences: philosophy, sociology, and political science. 
Philosophically, secularism refers to a rejection of the transcendental and the 
metaphysical with a focus on the existential and the empirical. This is what 
Harvey Cox was referring to when he referred to secularism as “the liberation 
of man from religious and metaphysical tutelage, the turning of his attention 
away from other worlds and toward this one.” 9 Sociologically, secularism 
correlates with modernization: a gradual process that leads to the declining 
influence of religion in social institutions, communal life, and human relation¬ 
ships. This is an understanding of secularism which is most common in 
popular discussion of the topic and it is what Peter Berger has called a “process 
by which sectors of society and culture are removed from the domination of 
religious institutions and symbols.” 10 Politically, secularism is about a separa¬ 
tion of the public and private spheres and in particular the separation of 
religion and state. 11 This threefold breakdown is very similar to Charles Taylor’s 
recent tripartite categorization of secularism. According to Taylor: 

• Secularity 1 is the retreat of religion from the public sphere, the 
diminution of religion in people’s lives or the separation of church 
and state in public spaces. 

• Secularity 2 is the decline of religious beliefs and practices that can be 
seen in Western liberal democracies in the form of church 
attendance. It is related to Secularity 1 but it is different in scope. 

• Secularity 3 is the place of our self-understanding toward religion and 
the recognition that something has eclipsed it with the rise of alternative 
belief systems. It is the problematization in Latin Christendom on this 
topic between 1500-2000 that looks at background conditions and the 
development of secularism from the longue duree . 12 



A CONCISE ANATOMY OF SECULARISM 107 


The European Roots of Secularism 

Charles Taylor’s third definition of secularism (secularity 3) draws our attention 
to the changing perception of the concept over the course of history. He 
reminds us that in 1500, atheism was not an ideological option, as “it was 
virtually impossible not to believe in God,” whereas today it “is one human 
possibility among others.” 13 As a result, social questions related to religion are 
today deeply contested and embattled issues. In affirmation of Taylor’s posi¬ 
tion, one need only think about contemporary debates in the West about 
abortion, stem-cell research, and same-sex marriage, all of which are connected 
to issues of religion and state. 

In his attempt to locate the political roots of secularism, John Keane refers 
to the writings of John Wycliffe ( Tractatus de civili dominio, 1374), William of 
Ockham (A Short Discourse on the Tyrannical Government, 1334-1347?), and 
Marsilius of Padua ( Defender of the Peace, 1324). 14 The conflict between these 
men with their dissident writings and the Pope during the fourteenth century 
led to an early tension and fissure between religious and secular authority in 
Latin Christendom. 15 

The Protestant Reformation and the Wars of Religion in Europe during the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were seminal events in the historical 
development of political secularism. 16 According to Charles Taylor, “the origin 
point of modern Western secularism was the Wars of Religion; or rather, the 
search in battle-fatigue and horror for a way out of them. The need was felt for a 
ground of coexistence for Christians of different confessional persuasions.” 17 
As a consequence of these events, the question of religious toleration came to 
be a hotly contested political question in Latin Christendom for hundreds of 
years. 18 Religion, it should not be forgotten, was a key organizing theme in 
Europe for over a millennium. In an era marked by intolerance toward reli¬ 
gious dissent and the persecution of heretics, the idea that political order and 
religious pluralism could somehow coexist was widely viewed as anathema 
during this period. The dominant view at this time was that in order to 
maintain social order an established church and religious uniformity was 
required in the public sphere. This is why Hobbes firmly insisted in his 
Leviathan (1651) that a solution to the English civil war necessitated not a 
separation of church and state but rather a union of these two domains. As 
the subtitle of his Leviathan clearly spells out, this is a book about “The Matter, 
Forme, and Power of A Commonwealth Ecclesiasticall and Civili.” 19 In chapter 
12, “Of Religion,” Hobbes spoke directly to this point: 
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But where God himself, by supernaturall Revelation, planted Religion; 
there he also made to himselfe a peculiar Kingdome; and gave 
Lawes, not only of behaviour towards himselfe; but also towards 
one another; and thereby in the Kingdome of God, the Policy, and 
lawes Civill, are a part of Religion; and the distinction of Temporall, 
and Sprituall Domination, hath there no place . 20 

Notwithstanding Hobbes’s overt antisecularism in the realm of politics, 
embodied in his insistence that all public manifestations of religion were to be 
decided by the sovereign, Charles Taylor points out that there were secular 
consequences to Hobbes’s political theory. He refers to the discussion of the 
relationship between state and religion that appears in the latter part of the 
Leviathan (part 3, “Of a Christian Commonwealth”). The issue Hobbes was 
attempting to resolve was the tension between obeying the will of God and the 
will of the sovereign. What happens when an individual perceives that the two are 
in conflict? Who should he follow? His conscience or his monarch? According to 
Hobbes, this problem was “the most frequent praetext of Sedition, and Civill 
Warre, in Christian Common-wealths.... of obeying at once, both God, and Man, 
then when their Commandements are one contrary to the other.” 21 

Hobbes’s strategy in chapter 43 is to recast this politico-theological problem 
by noting that “it is manifest enough that when a man receiveth two contrary 
commands, and knows that one of them is God’s, he ought to obey that, and not 
the other, though it be the command of his lawful sovereign.” 22 In this passage, 
Hobbes introduces an important restriction in the debate. He suggests that in 
order to disobey the sovereign’s authority it is not enough to merely believe that 
the sovereign has violated the word of God; one must in fact know this to be true. 
One of the key purposes, however, of Hobbes’s entire discussion in part 3 of 
Leviathan is to demonstrate that a subject is dependent on his sovereign to know 
God’s will, so that in theory, the possibility of conflict is absolutely precluded. 23 

Hobbes demonstrates his support for absolute political sovereignty by 
noting that even in the hypothetical case where the sovereign is an infidel, to 
“resisteth him, sinneth against the Laws of God... that admonisheth all Chris¬ 
tians to obey their Princes ... in all things. And for their Faith, it is internall, and 
invisible.... they ought to expect their reward in Heavan, and not complain of 
their Lawfull Soveraign; much lesse make warre upon him.” 24 According to 
Taylor, what Hobbes is suggesting is that “the demands of the Christian faith, as 
confessionally defined, [are] irrelevant to the public sphere” and in “the private 
realm, the believer can and must do what conscience demands, but he commits 
no sin in respecting publicly established forms and ceremonies.” The thrust of 
Hobbes’s entire argument, Taylor suggests, has a secularizing potential, in that 
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“when pushed further this logic can lead to the extrusion of religion altogether 
from the public domain.” 25 

While Martin Luther spoke about “two governments, the spiritual which 
fashions true Christians and... the secular government which holds the Un¬ 
christian and wicked in check and forces them to keep the peace outwardly,” it 
was left to John Locke to issue one of the first theoretical treatises justifying the 
institutional separation of church and state. 26 As explicated in the previous 
chapter, the backdrop to his argument was implacable debates in Europe on 
the relationship between religious toleration and political order, in particular 
the “Exclusion Crisis” (1679-1681) in England that sought to deny Charles II’s 
Catholic brother James II (Duke of York) the succession to the English 
throne. 27 In a famous passage in his A Letter Concerning Toleration (1689)— 
reversing a previously held position that supported the firm union of church 
and state—Locke argued: 

I esteem it above all things necessary to distinguish exactly the 
Business of Civil Government from that of Religion, and to settle the 
just Bounds that lie between the one and the other. If this be not done, 
there can be no end put to the Controversies that will be always 
arising, between those that have, or at least pretend to have, on the 
one side, a Concernment for the Interest of Mens Souls, and on 
the other side, a Care of the Commonwealth. 28 

Locke’s position at the time, when judged by twenty-first-century standards 
of tolerance and political pluralism, was deeply exclusionary and very narrow in 
scope. His argument for toleration was primarily directed to resolving intra- 
Protestant feuding and did not apply to Catholics, for example. Nonetheless, 
Locke’s Letter was an attempt to morally justify a new conception of church-state 
relations. His argument had a significant influence on English politics at the time 
and marked a historical break with past thinking on the relationship between 
religion and politics, church and state, the public and the private realm. This is 
not to suggest that Locke was the primogenitor of these ideas, but he did play a 
unique role in codifying and constructing a set of rational moral arguments that 
eventually sank deep roots in Western political culture. 

From Locke’s seventeenth-century argument in support of freedom of 
religion to Mill’s nineteenth-century argument that political development neces¬ 
sitated freedom from religion, one can discern a gradual yet clear trajectory to¬ 
ward the secularization of politics and society in Europe. 29 “The old opinions in 
religion, morals, and politics,” Mill observed in his autobiography, “are so much 
discredited in the more intellectual minds as to have lost the greater part of their 
efficacy for good.” 30 Earlier, in his now classic work On Liberty, he wrote: 
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It is accordingly on this [religious] battlefield, almost solely, that the 
rights of the individual against society have been asserted on broad 
grounds of principle, and the claim of society to exercise authority over 
dissentients openly controverted. The great writers to whom the world 
owes what religious liberty it possesses have mostly asserted freedom 
of conscience as an indefeasible right, and denied absolutely that a 
human being is accountable to others for his religious belief. 31 


The French Revolution 

The French Revolution and the rise of modern nationalism were also central 
developments in the story of secularism. Religious identity was gradually being 
replaced by new forms of social attachment connected to the emergence of the 
nation-state and the idea of citizenship. The Catholic Church’s close identifica¬ 
tion with the ancien regime led to the confiscation of Church assets, and priests 
were required to swear allegiance to the new French republic rather than the 
Pope. Those who did not were persecuted, especially during Robespierre’s 
infamous reign of terror (1793-1794). William Doyle points out that the 
Church was the “mainspring of opposition to the new order,” and it was not 
until 1801 that Napoleon Bonaparte was able to reach a concordat with the 
Pope that “reconciled Catholics to the new regime by re-establishing their 
Church,” albeit firmly under state control. 32 During this period, the tension 
between Paris and Rome was so great that it led French troops to march on 
Rome, not once but twice (in 1798 and 1809), including in the process the 
abduction of recalcitrant popes. All of this gave the new secular order a 
decidedly anticlerical and antireligious flavor that has remained a staple of 
French secularism. The concordat lasted approximately a century until 1905, 
when the Third Republic, amid a new anticlerical militancy, codified a law on 
the separation of church and state. This law was recently updated in 2004 
amid concerns that French secularism was threatened by Muslim immigrants. 

In retrospect and on closer scrutiny, one can discern two related but 
distinct models of political secularism that have emerged over time in the 
West. According to Bhikhu Parekh, 

the secularist thesis can take several forms of which two are the most 
common. In its weaker version it separates state and religion and 
maintains that the state should not enforce, institutionalize or 
formally endorse a religion... and should in general retain an attitude 
of strict indifference to religion. In its stronger version it also 
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separates politics and religion and maintains that political debate and 
deliberation should be conducted in terms of secular reasons alone. 33 

In light of these different models of secularism, perhaps it is more accurate 
to speak of secularisms in the plural rather than a singular monochromatic form. 
This recognition that political secularism is nonmonistic allows us to think about 
secularism’s prospects in non-Westem societies. The implication is that these 
societies might be able to develop a home-grown version of secularism that, as I 
will argue later, is essential for the consolidation and development of liberal 
democracy. Charles Taylor has noted that “there is truth in the claim that 
secularism has Christian roots, but it is wrong to think that this limits the 
application of its formulae to post-Christian societies.” 34 What is required here 
is an investigation of comparative secularisms in the non-Western world. How 
did emerging democracies in these parts of the globe deal with the question of 
religion-state relations and negotiate an accommodation based on a broad con¬ 
sensus? What obstacles had to be overcome? Which models of European secular¬ 
ism, if any, did they seek to emulate? How were local traditions accommodated? 
More broadly, what social conditions produced a form of political secularism that 
has allowed democracy to flourish? This is a huge topic that is beyond the scope of 
this chapter; instead I will focus more narrowly on the Western tradition and the 
comparative lessons to be learned for Muslim societies. 35 

The two dominant traditions of political secularism in the West, the Anglo- 
American and the French, both have their origins in the lived experience, over a 
long period of time, of the interaction and tension between religion and 
politics. 36 A gradual process of democratic bargaining and negotiation over 
the normative relationship between religion and politics has taken place— 
often after heated, acrimonious, and contentious debate—and today a broad 
consensus exists on religion’s role in the polis and the limits of its reach. 37 This 
consensus, over time, has sunk deep roots in the political cultures of France, 
England, and the United States and has given shape to the current models of 
political secularism we are familiar with. One noticeable difference between 
the Anglo-American and the French versions of secularism, when looked at 
in the context of church-state relations, is in their attempts to locate the source 
of the political problem that secularism is trying to remedy. Is the very nature 
of religion the problem or is the problem state imposition of religion? 
T. Jeremy Gunn’s comparison between French and Anglo-American secular¬ 
ism captures this predicament: 

Unlike France, where “la'icite” might have the connotation of the state 
protecting itself from the excesses of religion, the term “religious 
freedom” in the United States would be more likely to have the 
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connotation of religion being protected from the excesses of the 
state. Thus Americans are more likely to be predisposed to have 
suspicions about state laws regulating religion while the French are 
more likely to be suspicious of an absence of regulation of religious 
activity. At least this is the theory. 38 

John Bowen locates the difference between English and French secularism 
in the different ways each society thinks about the normative relationship 
between the individual, the state, and society. In the case of France, an active 
and intervening state is central to the French conception of the good life. The 
French attach a critical role to the state by giving it the responsibility to create 
good citizens, promote liberty, and maintain public order. Seeking out the roots 
of laicite, Bowen interviewed the political philosopher Blandine Kriegel, a key 
participant in the contentious debates in France on secularism and integration 
and an influential policy advisor to President Jacques Chirac. In her reflections 
on the topic she located the difference between these two variants of secularism 
in the writings of Locke and Rousseau and the influence of these philosophers 
on their societies political traditions. 39 

Kriegel attempted to differentiate laicite from Anglo-American secularism 
by noting that idea of freedom of religion was understood in special way in 
France. “In Anglo-Saxon thinking, in Locke and Spinoza, it is the concrete 
individual who has rights; freedom of conscience is the foundation,” she told 
Bowen. “In our tradition these liberties are guaranteed through political power 
[of the state], which guarantees a public space that is neutral with respect to 
religion.” The idea of “public space” in France is intimately tied to the active 
intervention of the state. “The public school is part of the public because it is 
where civic education takes place. And so is public administration. There will 
never be Sikh civil servants in France!,” Kriegel affirmed. 40 The reference here 
is to practicing Sikhs in England and Canada who won the right to wear their 
turbans and keep their ceremonial daggers while still working in the public 
service. This would never be tolerated in France, as I’affaire du foulard and the 
recent debate on laicite has amply demonstrated. In short, the normative 
relationship between state and society and the place of the individual and his 
or her relationship to community are interpreted and understood differently by 
French society. Summarizing Kriegel’s explanation of laicite, Bowen noted: 

Here Rousseau stands against Locke, freedom through the state 
against freedom from the state, society as a “coming together” and 
“living together” against society as isolated rights-bearing individuals 
or (worse) as isolated communities defined by religion, race or 
ethnicity. In the Anglo-Saxon mirror image of France, agents of the 
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state display their separateness in their turbans or their headscarves, 
and the people follow suit. 41 

Investigating the roots of these different forms of secularism any further is 
beyond the scope of this chapter. 42 Fundamentally, the disparity can be traced 
back to different historical experiences with church-state relations and nation 
building in England, the United States, and France. The historian Patrice 
Higonnet has summarized this point quite succinctly by noting that “the 
American Revolution was carried out through religion; by contrast, the French 
revolution was made against religion. Everything before flowed into that; and 
many things since then have followed from that.” 43 

Arguably, one of the salient factors that has influenced the substance and 
character of French versus Anglo-American secularism has been the relative 
heterogeneity of Protestant denominations in England and the United States 
versus the homogeneity and hegemony of Catholicism in France. The contrast 
between the authoritarianism of the Catholic Church and the imposition of its 
religious teachings on society and the relatively greater tolerance for noncon¬ 
formists in England, particularly in the period following the English Toleration 
Act of 1689, could partly explain different European attitudes with respect to 
church-state relations. Core doctrinal differences between Catholicism and 
Protestantism could be listed as well; for example, the contrast between the 
Catholic requirement that all believers must follow the teachings of the Vatican 
versus the centrality of the liberty of individual conscience in Protestantism 
has arguably shaped attitudes toward the role of religion in political society. 44 

To summarize the discussion up to this point, the following broad general¬ 
izations about secularism have been made, (i) Secularism is an amorphous 
concept that is difficult to precisely define. (2) Politically, secularism suggests 
some form of separation between state and religion. (3) Secularism has a long 
history, with roots in Latin Christendom that emerged against the backdrop of 
the “problem of religion” in government. (4) Secularism has various models; 
the two most prominent ones in the Western tradition are the Anglo-American 
model (relatively religion-friendly) and the French model (relatively religion- 
hostile). Both of these models are by-products of these countries’ unique 
historical experiences in grappling with the relationship between religion and 
democracy. John Ruedy’s summary of secularism is difficult to improve upon. 

Secular is a term used to distinguish the temporal or worldly from the 
spiritual, while secularism has come to denote a philosophy that 
privileges the domain of the temporal and diminishes that of the 
spiritual. The former grows to cover civil affairs and education, while 
the latter is increasingly restricted to the areas of private belief, 
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worship, and conduct. While secularism as a philosophy is central to 
the Western experience, it should be borne in mind that the concept 
has evolved historically and that it is still doing so. What was 
considered the proper province of human rational decision was 
different in the fifteenth century than in the nineteenth century and is 
even more different in the late twentieth. Secondly, it should be 
stressed that the struggle over the frontier between the secular and the 
religious is one characterized by continuous tension and that, up to 
now, the exact line of the frontier between the two has never been 
agreed upon. One must also recognize that in the West there has 
seldom been agreement among secularists as a group, nor among the 
religious as a group, as to where exactly that frontier should be. 45 

The questions that are now germane for this chapter are as follows: what is 
the precise relationship between secularism and liberal democracy? Does 
liberal democracy require secularism and if so, in what form? How secular 
does a political system need to be in order to sustain a liberal democracy? In 
other words, what are the minimum conditions in terms of state-church 
relations needed to sustain a liberal democracy? An examination of these 
questions is the focus of the following subsections. 

Mapping the Minimum Conditions of Secularism 
and Liberal Democracy 

The relationship between secularism and liberal democracy is subsumed by and 
intimately connected to the broader relationship between religion and democra¬ 
cy. At first glance, the theoretical tension between religion and democracy seems 
inherently contradictory and conflictual. Both concepts speak to different aspects 
of the human condition. Religion is a system of beliefs and rituals related to the 
“divine” and the “sacred.” In this sense, it is decidedly metaphysical and other¬ 
worldly in its orientation and telos. While religion may differ in its various 
manifestations, most religions share these features in common. It is precisely 
the dogmatic claim—for which many religions and sects are infamous—that they 
alone are in the possession of the absolute truth and the concomitant shunning of 
skepticism in matters of belief that makes religions a source of conflict. Further¬ 
more, many religions and sects tend to set insurmountable boundaries between 
believers and nonbelievers. Entry into the community of a religion often de¬ 
mands an internalizing of its sacred and absolute truths. 46 

Democracy on the other hand is decidedly this-worldly, secular, and egali¬ 
tarian, at least in theory. Regardless of religious belief, race, or creed, democracy 
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(especially its liberal variant) implies an equality of rights and treatment before 
the law for all citizens without discrimination. Its telos is geared toward the 
nonviolent management of human affairs in order to create the good life on this 
earth, not in the hereafter. Critically, unlike religious commandments, the rules 
of democracy can be changed, adjusted, and amended. It is precisely the 
inclusive and relativistic nature of democracy that separates it from religion 
and theologically based political systems. 

The core tension between religion and democracy is rooted in the moral 
basis of legitimate political authority. Where does this authority fundamentally 
lie and who is ultimately sovereign? Political constitutions that contain dual 
notions of sovereignty violate the definition of democracy at a core level when 
the democratic consent of the governed is filtered through the consent of an 
unelected minority group. Hobbes recognized the problems of dual sovereignty 
over 350 years ago. Unless sovereignty was absolute, he argued, there would 
be no peace, for “what is it to divide the Power of a Common-wealth, but to 
dissolve it? for powers divided mutually destroy each other.” 47 


Tocqueville on Religion, Secularism, and Democracy 

One of the first people to systematically reflect on the relationship between 
democracy and religion was the nineteenth-century French aristocrat Alexis de 
Tocqueville. In the context of democratic theory, Tocqueville is usually remem¬ 
bered for his warnings about the problem of the “tyranny of the majority” and 
his observation about the “equality of conditions” in early America. 48 It is 
generally forgotten, however, that he also was deeply interested in the relation¬ 
ship between religion and democracy. 

“On my arrival in the United States,” Tocqueville observes in Democracy in 
America, “the religious aspect of the country was the first thing that struck my 
attention.” 49 Tocqueville describes religion in the United States “as the first of 
their political institutions; for if it does not impart a taste for freedom, it 
facilitates the use of it.” 5 ° He saw religion as a moderating force in the United 
States that existed in natural harmony with its democratic character. “The 
Americans combine the notions of Christianity and of liberty so intimately in 
their minds,” he noted, “that it is impossible to make them conceive the one 
without the other.” 51 His ruminations on this theme are not only explored in 
several chapters of Democracy in America but are peppered throughout this 
work. In his introduction he makes several perspicacious observations. 

Tocqueville is tremendously prescient in observing, as early as 1831, that the 
tide of democracy is emerging as an unstoppable force in human history. “To 
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attempt to check democracy,” he tells us, “would be ... to resist the will of God.” 
For this reason, it must be studied “to discover lessons from which we may 
profit.” He adds: “the various occurrences of national existence have everywhere 
turned to the advantage of democracy: all men have aided it by their exertions, 
both those who have intentionally labored in its cause and those who have 
served it unwittingly.” Democracy in America, he says, “has been written under 
the influence of a kind of religious awe produced in the author’s mind by the 
view of that irresistible [democratic] revolution which has advanced for centu¬ 
ries in spite of every obstacle and which is still advancing in the midst of the 
ruins it has caused.” 52 

The reference to the negative potential and consequences of democracy 
speaks to the nuanced and dispassionate approach Tocqueville brings to his 
investigation of this topic. He is not an ideologue of democracy but rather 
realizes that untamed “democracy... has wild instincts, and it has grown up 
like those children who have no parental guidance, who receive their education 
in the public streets,” and it can be “enfeebled by its own excesses.” 53 The 
balance, objectivity, and insight Tocqueville brings to the study of democracy 
are on display in this passage: 

There will be less splendor than in an aristocracy, misery would also be 
less prevalent; comfort would be more general; the sciences might be 
less perfectly cultivated, but ignorance would be less common; the 
ardor of the feelings would be constrained, and the habits of the nation 
softened; there would be more vices and fewer crimes. 54 

With respect to the institutions of religion, Tocqueville sees them as 
promoting both equality and upward social mobility. The “clergy opened their 
ranks to all classes, to the poor and the rich, the commoner and the noble,” he 
tells us. “Through the church, equality penetrated into the government, and he 
who as a serf must have vegetated in perpetual bondage took his place as a priest 
in the midst of nobles, and not infrequently above the heads of kings.” 55 Also in 
his introduction, Tocqueville insightfully observes two paradoxes, which I call 
the “paradox of religion and democracy” and the “paradox of advancing demo¬ 
cratic change in religious societies.” 

The paradox of religion and democracy for Tocqueville revolves around the 
following tension. Religion, in his view, supports a general equality of believers, 
yet its adherents had been on the wrong side of the political barricades, support¬ 
ing the conservative status quo, in recent democratic upheavals. Tocqueville 
suggests that this can be corrected if religion is properly understood and inter¬ 
preted. In his ruminations on the topic he comes very close to saying that there is 
no fundamental antagonism between religion and democracy and the two can 
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and should be natural allies in the development of human civilization. “Chris¬ 
tianity, which has declared all men equal in the sight of God,” Tocqueville 
observes, “by a strange coincidence of events... has been for a time entangled 
with those institutions which democracy destroys; and it is not infrequently 
brought to reject the equality that it loves and curses freedom as an opponent 
would, whereas it could support freedom’s struggle by taking it by the hand.” 56 

The second paradox, relating to the dilemma of promoting democratic 
change in religious societies, is manifested, Tocqueville observes, in the ten¬ 
sion between two groups of people: the virtuous nondemocrats and the morally 
dubious democrats. The first group is made up of “virtuous and peaceful 
individuals whose pure morality, quiet habits... and talents fit them to be 
leaders of their fellow men”; but it is problematic that while “their love of 
country is sincere.... civilization often finds them among its opponents; they 
confound its abuses with its benefits, and the idea of evil is inseparable in their 
minds from that of novelty.” The second group (of morally dubious democrats) 
are people “whose object is to materialize mankind, to hit upon what is 
expedient without heeding what is just, to acquire knowledge without faith, 
and prosperity apart from virtue; claiming to be the champions of modern 
civilization.” The core paradox with respect to democratization, therefore, is the 
following: 

The religionists are the enemies of liberty, and the friends of liberty 
attack religion; the high-minded and the noble advocate bondage, and 
the meanest and most servile preach independence; honest and 
enlightened citizens are opposed to all progress, while men without 
patriotism and without principle put themselves forward as the 
apostles of civilization and intelligence. 57 

Tocqueville, it should be recalled, was not writing for an American audi¬ 
ence but rather for the educated classes in Europe, particularly in his native 
France, where the normative relationship between religion and politics was 
still unresolved; as he put it, “the organization and the establishment of 
democracy in Christendom is the great political problem of our times.” 58 The 
core problem as he saw it was that in Europe the “spirit of religion and spirit of 
freedom [were almost always] marching in opposite directions. But in America 
... they were intimately united and... they reigned in common over the same 
country.” 59 Tocqueville concludes his reflections on religion and democracy 
by stating that while the Americans have not completely “resolved this 
problem ... they furnish useful data to those who undertake to resolve it.” So 

One of the confident claims that Tocqueville made about the peaceful 
coexistence of religion and democracy in the United States was the decidedly 
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secular character of the American political system. Everyone he spoke with on 
this matter—in particular the clergy of the various Christian denominations— 
were in unanimous agreement in that “they all attributed the peaceful domin¬ 
ion of religion in their country mainly to the separation of church and state.” 61 
The anticlericalism of American politics and society was particularly intriguing 
to Tocqueville. He observed that he “learned with surprise that they [clerics] 
filled no public appointments; I did not see one of them in the administration, 
and they are not even represented in the legislative assemblies.” When he 
investigated the topic further, he learned that most clergy “seemed to retire of 
their own accord from the exercise of power, and they made it the pride of their 
profession to abstain from politics.” One consequence of the separation be¬ 
tween church and state in America, Tocqueville insightfully observes, is “that 
the real authority of religion was increased by a state of things which dimin¬ 
ished its apparent force.” 62 

Revealingly, Tocqueville invokes the alleged absence of the separation of 
religion and politics in the case of Islam, in contrast to Christianity, to explain 
its democratic deficit. 

Mohammed professed to derive from Heaven, and has inserted in the 
Koran, not only religious doctrines, but political maxims, civil and 
criminal laws, and theories of science. The Gospel, on the contrary, 
speaks only of the general relations of men to God and to each other, 
beyond which it inculcates and imposes no point of faith. This alone, 
besides a thousand other reasons, would suffice to prove that the 
former of these religions will never long predominate in a cultivated 
and democratic age, while the latter is destined to retain its sway at 
these as at all other periods. 63 

In making these observations, Tocqueville was simply repeating the stan¬ 
dard view of what is now a sacred and unexamined equation: no secularism 
equals no democracy. He reaches this conclusion despite his sympathetic 
treatment of the role religion can play in encouraging and sustaining democ¬ 
racy. Richard Rorty arrives at a similar conclusion about democracy’s relation¬ 
ship with secularism, despite his far greater skepticism about the extent to 
which religion might contribute to democratic development. 


Richard Rorty and the Jeffersonian Compromise 

Richard Rorty (1931-2007) is one of the most influential and widely cited 
philosophers of the late twentieth and early twenty-first century. Born into an 
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American family of socialists, he relates in an autobiographical essay that “the 
most salient books on my parents’ shelves were two red-bound volumes, The 
Case of Leon Trotsky and Not Guilty [the Dewey Commission report on Stalin’s 
purges of the Communist Party].” Rorty thought of these books “in the way in 
which other children thought of their family’s Bible: they were books that 
radiated redemptive truth and moral splendor.” 4 As a result of these early 
influences, Rorty recalls that he “grew up knowing that all decent people were, 
if not Troskyites, at least socialists.” 65 It might come as a surprise, therefore, 
that notwithstanding his Marxist upbringing, he came to view the United 
States as a prototypical democratic society. In this same essay he says: 

I see America pretty much as [Walt] Whitman and [John] Dewey did, 
as opening a prospect on illimitable democratic vistas. I think that our 
country—despite its past and present atrocities and vices, and despite 
its continuing eagerness to elect fools and knaves to high office—is a 
good example of the best kind of society so far invented. 66 

On the topic of religion, Rorty, in contrast with Tocqueville, is deeply 
skeptical about any religious contribution to democratic politics. In 2000, he 
told an overflow crowd at the University of Virginia that he was a “militant 
secularist” and that “the Enlightenment was right to suggest that religion is 
something that the human species would be better if it could outgrow.” 67 It 
was Diderot, Rorty approvingly reminded his audience, who said that “the last 
king should be strangled with the entrails of the last priest.” 68 In his numerous 
interviews, when Rorty is reminded of the religious underpinnings of Ameri¬ 
can democracy and how our contemporary notions of justice, fairness, and 
equality are intimately tied to what Rousseau called “civil religion,” he refuses 
to concede any ground to religion. References to the important contributions to 
democracy by distinguished religious figures such as Martin Luther King, 
Malcolm X and Mahatma Gandhi also fail to sway him. “Whether the possibil¬ 
ity of rearing new Martin Luther Kings,” he observed “is worth the risk of 
rearing new Jerry Falwells is a matter of risk management. To my mind, the 
advantage of getting rid of the Falwells is worth the risk of getting rid of the 
Kings.... I just suspect that the continued existence of churches is, by and 
large, more of a danger than a help to the rise of global democratic society.” 69 

While Rorty did not write a full-length monograph on religion, he addressed 
the topic in several scattered essays and in various interviews. 70 In a short but 
widely referenced essay on the relationship between religion and democracy, 
written over a decade ago, Rorty referred to religion as a “conversation stopper.” 
The occasion was a review of Stephen L. Carter’s Culture of Disbelief How 
American Law and Politics Trivialize Religious Devotion . 71 As the subtitle suggests, 



120 ISLAM, SECULARISM, AND LIBERAL DEMOCRACY 


Carter is critical of how the secular segments of American society have pushed 
religion to the sidelines. While accepting the need for a separation of church and 
state, he argues that religious faith should not be privatized but rather brought 
into the public sphere and accepted as a legitimate reference point on debates 
about public policy questions. Disagreeing with this proposition, Rorty re¬ 
sponded: 

Carter puts in question what, to atheists like me, seems the happy, 
Jeffersonian compromise that the Enlightenment reached with the 
religious. This compromise consists in privatizing religion—keeping 
it out of what Carter calls “the public square,” making it seem bad 
taste to bring religion into discussions of public policy.... We atheists, 
doing our best to enforce Jefferson’s compromise, think it bad enough 
that we cannot run for public office without being disingenuous about 
our disbelief in God; despite the compromise, no uncloseted atheist is 
likely to get elected anywhere in the country. We also resent the 
suggestion that you have to be religious to have a conscience—a 
suggestion implicit in the fact that only religious conscientious 
objectors to military service go unpunished. Such facts suggest to us 
that the claims of religion need, if anything, to be pushed back still 
further, and that religious believers have no business asking for more 
public respect than they now receive. 72 

According to Rorty, the “Jeffersonian Compromise” is vital for the continued 
health, flourishing, and survival of a democratic society. Liberal democracy can 
only be sustained, he argues, if “religious believers remain willing to trade 
privatization for a guarantee of religious liberty.” 73 

Rorty" s point is a simple and often-heard one in contemporary debates 
among liberal philosophers. Not everyone in society shares the same religious 
convictions, and some, such as atheists, have no religious convictions at all. In 
short, religion tends to be “a conversation-stopper” when it is invoked as a moral 
reference point in public debate. Moreover, religion, like bowling, bird watching 
or badminton, is irrelevant to public affairs and should be relegated to the private 
sphere. According to Rorty, Thomas Jefferson “thought it enough to privatize 
religion, to view it as irrelevant to social order but relevant to, and possibly 
essential for, individual perfection.” 74 To introduce private matters such as God 
or religion into the public conversation is to threaten the communication and 
deliberation that is vital to sustain a liberal democracy. Normatively, Rorty sug¬ 
gests that the “‘restructuring ... [of] arguments in secular terms’ just means 
‘dropping reference to the source of the premises of the arguments,’ and that 
this omission seems like a reasonable price to pay for religious liberty.” 75 
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In 2002, Rorty had the opportunity to revisit and update his views on the 
relationship between religion and democracy. The occasion was a symposium 
at the University of Richmond entitled “Religion and Democratic Culture: The 
Role of Faith in Public Discourse,” and his interlocutor was Yale University 
Professor of Theological Philosophy Nicholas Wolsterstorff. Rorty began his 
remarks by recalling his review of Stephen Carter’s Culture of Disbelief. He 
noted that on reflection he now realizes that his “response to Carter was hasty 
and insufficiently thoughtful.” He then proceeded to offer a restatement of 
what he called “my anti-clerical views.” 76 

Rorty began by drawing a distinction within the broad category of religion. 
From the perspective of democratic theory, there is a difference between 
“congregations of religious believers ministered by pastors” and “ecclesiastical 
organizations” that “offer authoritative guidance to believers.” It is the latter 
groups that “are the target of secularists like myself,” he affirmed. “Our anti¬ 
clericalism is aimed at Catholic bishops, the Mormon General Authorities, the 
televangelists, and all other religious professionals who devote themselves not 
to pastoral care but promulgating orthodoxy and acquiring economic and 
political clout. We think that it is mostly religion above the parish level that 
does the damage ... by deliberately creating ill-will toward people ... whose 
behavior they presume to call immoral.” 77 

Proceeding with his strong indictment of ecclesiastical organizations, 
Rorty hoped that they would eventually disappear from society, noting that 
religion “will, in this secularist utopia, be pruned back to the parish level.” 
Referencing the ideas of his most revered twentieth-century philosopher, he 
further qualified his views on religion. “We share Dewey’s feeling that militant 
atheism is as unattractive as militant religious proselytizing, but we want to 
distinguish between atheism and anti-clericalism.” Acknowledging that there 
is some social utility for religion, Rorty conceded that a rapid removal of 
religious institutions “would leave a gap in the lives of religious believers, for 
they will no longer have a sense of being part of a great and powerful worldly 
institution.” He hoped this gap would gradually be filled “by an increased sense 
of participation in the advance of humanity—theists and atheists together... 
toward the fulfillment of social ideals.” 78 Elaborating on these ideas, Rorty 
wrote elsewhere: 

But there is a second sort of philosopher who describes himself or 
herself as an atheist. These are the ones who use “atheism” as a rough 
synonym for “anticlericalism.” I now wish that I had used the latter 
term on the occasions when I have used the former to characterize my 
own view. For anticlericalism is a political view, not an epistemological 



122 


ISLAM, SECULARISM, AND LIBERAL DEMOCRACY 


or metaphysical one. It is the view that ecclesiastical institutions, 
despite all the good they do—despite all the comfort they provide to 
those in need or in despair—are dangerous to the health of democratic 
societies. 79 

Rorty does not believe that there is something intrinsically wrong with 
religious language. He has little problem with it as long as it is privatized. 
“Religious belief,” he noted, “according to the ‘ethics of belief’ that I share with 
William James, is not irrational, or intrinsically wrong-headed. But... putting 
political convictions in religious terms gives aid and comfort to ecclesiastical 
organizations, and thus to religious exclusivism.” It was precisely because of his 
strong criticism of religious institutions that Rorty said: “I see liberal Protestant¬ 
ism as the form of Christian religious life most congenial to liberal democracy.” 

Protestantism has often, and rightly, been thought to be more 
congenial to liberal democracy than Catholicism. This is because the 
idea of “the priesthood of all believers” encourages the believer to 
interpret Scripture, theology and devotional literature on his own, 
rather than simply waiting to be informed by church officials about 
what is required to be a member in good standing of a given 
denomination. The latter attitude does seem to be the sort of thing 
democratic societies have a right to discourage. 80 

Rorty has also updated his claim that religion is a “conversation stopper.” 
Crediting Jeffrey Stout with forcing him to reconsider his views, he noted that 
it is only “one variety of expression of religious belief [that] does indeed stop the 
conversation, as when somebody says, ‘Don’t ask me for reasons. I don’t have 
any. It is a matter of faith.’” Rorty notes that secularists can fall into the same 
conversation-stopping trap as well. “I would not consider myself to be seriously 
discussing politics with my fellow citizens if I simply quoted passages from 
Mill at them, as opposed to using those passages to help me articulate my 
views.” Recasting his views on the role of religion in the public sphere, Rorty 
now maintains that “instead of saying that religion was a conversation-stopper, 
I should have simply said that citizens of a democracy should try to put off 
invoicing conversations-stoppers as long as possible. We should do our best to 
keep the conversation going without citing unarguable first principles, either 
philosophical or religious.” 81 

Taken together, both Tocqueville and Rorty, while representing contrast¬ 
ing views on the role of religion in democratic life, converge on the need for 
secularism—albeit secularisms of different qualities—as a prerequisite for democ¬ 
racy. 82 This suggests room for variance between Tocqueville’s religious-friendly 
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perspective and Rorty’s religious skepticism. But how far can the boundaries 
between religion and democracy be stretched before democracy is broken and 
fundamentally compromised? Neither Tocqueville nor Rorty address this critical 
question in their writings. One scholar who does speak directly to this topic is 
Alfred Stepan. An examination of this recent theoretical contributions on religion, 
secularism, and democracy—which will considerably illuminate this conversa¬ 
tion—is the focus of the next subsection. 


Stepan’s Model: Crafting the “Twin Tolerations” 

In Arguing Comparative Politics, Stepan writes a short but profoundly insight¬ 
ful chapter on the relationship between religion and democracy. 83 His meth¬ 
odological approach is rooted in comparative politics and political theory, with 
an emphasis on the role of political institutions and democratization. 

Stepan begins his theorizing by introducing the term “twin tolerations,” 
which he defines as “the minimal boundaries of freedom of action that must 
somehow be crafted for political institutions vis-d-vis religious authorities, and 
for religious individuals and groups vis-d-vis political institutions.” 84 He then 
proceeds to ask three important questions: 

1. What are the minimal core institutional and political requirements for 
democracy? Building on this analysis, what can be inferred about the 
“twin tolerations”? 

2. How have a set of long-standing democracies (the fifteen European 
Union countries) actually met these minimal boundary requirements 
and what “maps of misreading” can be extracted from this 
experience? 

3. On the basis of the answers to the foregoing questions, what lessons 
can be learned and applied to other religious systems, in particular 
the ones Huntington has identified as having a civilizational problem 
with democracy (i.e. Islam, Confucianism, and Eastern Orthodox 
Christianity) ? 85 


Democracy and Its Core Institutions 

There is a general consensus among democratic theorists that Robert Dahl’s 
eight conditions of polyarchy are core requirements for democracy. These 
institutional requirements, which support the basic freedoms needed to have 
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an electoral democracy, are (i) freedom to form and join organizations; 
(2) freedom of expression; (3) the right to vote; (4) the eligibility of all citizens 
for public office; (5) the right of political leaders to compete for support and 
votes; (6) availability of alternative sources of information; (7) free and fair 
elections; and (8) the existence of institutions for making government policies 
depend on votes and other expressions of preference. 86 

While these institutional guarantees are necessary, they are insufficient for 
the consolidation of liberal democracy. What Dahl fails to consider, observes 
Stepan, is what happens after the election. Basic liberties and minority rights 
must be protected in a democratic constitution. Furthermore, democratically 
elected governments must rule within the framework of the law and the 
constitution and be bound by a set of vertical and horizontal institutions that 
help ensure accountability. 87 

It is important to remember that democracy is a system of conflict regula¬ 
tion that allows peaceful competition over values, goals, and policies. As long 
as individuals and groups agree to work within the framework of the law and 
respect the rights of other citizens, all groups should be granted the opportu¬ 
nity to advance their interests. According to Stepan, all citizens have the right 
to have a say in public policy-making that will affect their lives: “this is the 
minimal institutional statement of what democratic politics entails and does 
not entail. No more, no less.” 88 But what does this statement imply about 
religion and democracy and what are the necessary boundaries that preserve 
elected governments' freedom from the domination of religious groups and 
religious groups’ freedom from the domination of government? 

Stepan answers that religious institutions should not have a constitution¬ 
ally guaranteed privilege to dictate, limit, or veto decisions made by democra¬ 
tically elected governments. Likewise, religious groups should have complete 
autonomy to worship privately and advance their private interests in the public 
sphere and to sponsor organizations and movements, as long they do so 
non violently and without violating the liberties of others. No religious group 
can a priori be excluded from participation in politics. It is only after a violation 
has occurred, Stepan affirms, that constraints can be placed on religious 
groups and organizations, and this is to be decided solely by the courts. Casting 
his theoretical net quite broadly, Stepan asserts: “In light of this broad frame¬ 
work of minimal freedom for the democratic state and the minimal freedom 
of citizens, it would appear, from a purely theoretical perspective, that there 
can be an extraordinarily broad range of concrete patterns of religion-state 
relations in political systems that would meet our minimal definition of 
[liberal] democracy.” 89 
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Western Europe and the Twin Tolerations: Maps of Misreading? 

Turning to the case of Europe, Alfred Stepan poses the important question— 
what has been the pattern of religion-state relations in Europe and how have 
the “twin tolerations” been socially constructed? 

According to Stepan, many prominent social scientists, particularly when 
discussing the prospects for democracy in non-Western societies, ahistorically 
assume that a rigid form of church-state separation is not only a core aspect of 
Western civilization but of democracy as well. For such analysts, a religious 
system like Eastern Orthodox Christianity—where there is an established 
church—poses serious problems for democratic transition and consolidation. 
Likewise, when Islamic parties emerge victorious in democratic elections, 
there is widespread sympathy when the military intervenes to thwart democ¬ 
ratization in the name of protecting secular, Western-style democracy, as 
happened in Algeria in 1992 and Turkey in 1996. Stepan poses the question 
“Are these correct readings, or dangerous misreadings, of the lessons of the 
relationship of church and state in Western democracy?” 90 

To answer this question, Stepan conducts the following experiment. He 
sets out to test empirically the extent to which an actual separation of church 
and state exists in the fifteen European Union (EU) member countries, against 
the backdrop of Robert Dahl’s eight institutional guarantees of polyarchy, plus 
his stipulations about human rights protection, civil liberties, and constitution¬ 
alism. What Stepan discovers is that as of 1990, five of the fifteen members of 
the European Union—Denmark, Finland, Greece, Sweden, the United King¬ 
dom (as well as Norway, not a member of the EU)—had established churches. 

Furthermore, every long-standing western European democracy with a 
strong Lutheran majority—Sweden, Denmark, Iceland, Finland, and Nor¬ 
way—had an established church. Stepan draws our attention to the following 
articles from the Norwegian constitution: 

[Article 2] The Evangelical Lutheran religion shall remain the official 
religion of the state. The inhabitants professing it are bound to 
bring up their children in the same. 

[Article 4] The King shall at all times profess the Evangelical Lutheran 
religion and uphold and protect the same. 

[Article 12] Half the members of the King’s Council shall profess the 
official religion. 
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[Article 21] The King after consultation with his Council appoints 
senior ecclesiastical officials. 91 

Similarly, succession to the British throne continues to carry very strict 
religious guidelines. According to the official website of the British Monarchy, 

The succession to the throne is regulated, not only through descent, 
but also by statute; the Act of Settlement confirmed that it was for 
Parliament to determine the title to the throne. The Act laid down that 
only Protestant descendants of Princess Sophia—the Electress of 
Hanover and granddaughter of James I—are eligible to succeed. 
Subsequent Acts have confirmed this. Parliament, under the Bill of 
Rights and the Act of Settlement, also laid down various conditions 
which the Sovereign must meet. A Roman Catholic is specifically 
excluded from succession to the throne; nor may the Sovereign marry a 
Roman Catholic. The Sovereign must, in addition, be in communion 
with the Church of England and must swear to preserve the 
established Church of England and the established Church of 
Scotland. The Sovereign must also promise to uphold the Protestant 
succession. 92 

In a similar vein, article 3 of the Greek Constitution (1975) declares the 
“prevailing religion in Greece is that of the Eastern Orthodox Church of 
Christ,” and article 14 (paragraph 3a) states that “insult to the Christian and 
all other known religions” can be a cause for the seizure of published material. 
Similarly, article 16 of the Constitution of Spain reads: “the public powers shall 
take into account the religious beliefs of Spanish society and maintain the 
appropriate relations of cooperation with the Catholic Church and other de¬ 
nominations.” 93 

This is a mere sampling of a general European pattern. In the Nether¬ 
lands, Austria, and Germany extensive state support exists for private religious 
education. Similarly, Christian-Democratic parties have frequently ruled in 
Germany, Austria, Italy, Belgium, and the Netherlands. The only EU member 
whose constitution explicitly prohibits political parties from using religious 
symbols is, surprisingly, Portugal. 94 

Recent empirical research by Jonathan Fox supports Stepan’s nuanced 
reading of religion-state relations. Drawing on the Religion and State Database, 
Fox has exhaustively investigated, empirically, the extent of religion and state 
separation in all 152 countries with a population of one million or more. His 
focus is on the behavior of national governments, not regional or local govern¬ 
ments and not general societal practices. He compared data for the years 1990 
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and 2002 to assess whether separation of religion and state (SRAS) and 
government involvement in religion (GIR) had changed during this time 
period and if so in what direction. His analysis of the data challenges common 
assumptions on the topic and complements what Stepan calls the common 
“maps of misreading” that inform popular and scholarly discussion of church- 
state relations. 

Fox’s primary conclusion is that “more than a century since the founders 
of social sciences began to predict the demise of religion in modern times, 
SRAS is the exception and GIR is the norm for most of the world. Using the 
strictest interpretation of SRAS—no support for religion and no restrictions on 
religious practices—only one country, the United States, has no GIR. Further¬ 
more, even using a looser interpretation of scoring... less than 22% of states 
have even marginal SRAS.” 95 

In a follow-up study. Fox investigates a simple yet important question: do 
democracies have separation of religion and state (SRAS)? Again, drawing on 
the Religion and State Database, which includes sixty-two variables in six broad 
categories measuring different aspects of the separation of religion and state 
for all 152 countries with a population of one million or more and data from the 
Polity and Freedom House datasets. Fox’s conclusions compliment and rein¬ 
force Stepan’s argument. Specifically, Fox demonstrates that “most democra¬ 
cies do not have SRAS. This is true whether democracy is measured through its 
procedures via the Polity dataset or whether it is measured with the civil and 
political rights measures of the Freedom House dataset. It is also true for 
Western democracies. These empirical results strongly indicate that SRAS, no 
matter which operationalization of the concept one uses, is not necessary for a 
functioning democracy or liberal democracy.” 96 

A critical distinction Fox makes in his analysis that is vital for the debate on 
religion and democracy is the existence of an upper threshold for government 
involvement in religion that democracies respect. “The major difference be¬ 
tween democracies and non-democracies is not the presence of SRAS but 
rather an upper limit on GIR.” 97 This upper limit coincides with one side of 
what Stepan has defined as the twin tolerations. 

Fox’s analysis of the empirical data lends strong support to the theoretical 
claims advanced by Stepan, who consolidates his argument by noting that 

virtually no Western European democracy now has a rigid or hostile 
separation of church and state. Indeed, most have arrived at a 
democratically negotiated freedom of religion from state interference 
and all of them allow religious groups freedom, not only of private 
worship, but to organize groups in civil society.... The “lesson” from 
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Western Europe, therefore, lies not in church-state separation but in 
the constant political construction and reconstruction of the “twin 
tolerations.” Indeed, it is only in the context of the “twin tolerations” 
that the concept of “separation of church and state” has a place in the 
modern vocabulary of West European democracy. 98 

A similar caveat applies to the concept of secularism. “Discursive tradi¬ 
tions,” Stepan observes, “as dissimilar as the Enlightenment, liberalism, French 
republicanism, and modernization theory argued, or assumed, that modernity 
and democracy required secularism. But from the viewpoint of empirical 
democratic practice, the concept of secularism must be radically rethought.” 99 

Stepan’s two key analytical points that are relevant to clarifying the precise 
relationship between secularism and liberal democracy are the following. 

(1) “If we are looking at the defining characteristics of democracy vis-a-vis 
religion, ‘secularism’ and the ‘separation of church and state’ are not an intrinsic 
part of the core definition, but what we have said about the ‘twin tolerations’ is.” IO ° 

(2) “The ‘lesson’ from Western Europe, therefore, lies not in church-state 
separation but in the constant political construction and reconstruction of the 
‘twin tolerations.’ Indeed, it is only in the context of the ‘twin tolerations’ that 
the concept of ‘separation of church and state' has a place in the modern 
vocabulary of West European democracy.” 101 


A Comment on the Stepan Thesis: Secularism by Stealth? 

Stepan’s claim is a bold one. His argument that the “separation of church and 
state” is not “intrinsic” to the normative relationship between religion and 
democracy but what he has said about the “‘twin tolerations’ is,” strikes the 
reader, at first glance, as extremely controversial. It might look like a violation 
of conventional wisdom, arrived at after centuries of conflict and evolution and 
embodied in the sacred formula “No secularism equals no democracy.” But 
does democracy in fact demand secularism? 

In examining Stepan’s unconventional approach to this question, it helps to 
recall his definition of the “twin tolerations.” The “twin tolerations” are “the 
minimal boundaries of freedom of action that must somehow be crafted for 
political institutions vis-d-vis religious authorities, and for religious individuals 
and groups vis-d-vis political institutions.” Are these “boundaries” that Stepan 
insists “must somehow be crafted (emphasis added)” between the “political 
institutions [of the state]” and “religious ... groups [in society]” not simply another 
way of calling for a separation of church and state, albeit by another name? 
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After all, what is a “boundary'’ if not a form of separation? What Stepan has 
ingeniously done is recast the debate on the relationship between religion and 
liberal democracy by effectively saying that yes, liberal democracy does demand 
secularism, but I will simply give it a different name, the “twin tolerations” 
instead of calling it secularism. However, before dismissing Stepan’s thesis as 
merely a game of semantics, closer examination will show that he does succeed in 
deepening our grasp of the emotionally charged relationship between religion 
and democracy. 

Stepan’s definition of the “twin tolerations” refers to “the minimum bound¬ 
aries of freedom of action” that both religious organizations and the state must 
mutually recognize and respect in order to sustain a liberal democracy. The 
emphasis should be on the word “minimum.” What Stepan is revealing is that 
he is subscribing to a weak version of the secularization thesis (as defined 
earlier by Bhilchu Parekh) that merely separates state from religion rather than 
demanding a more robust separation of politics from religion, which is embod¬ 
ied in the stronger version of secularism. In other words, Stepan is effectively 
siding with Tocqueville over Rorty—endorsing the Anglo-American variant of 
secularism over the French one. 

There are several benefits in drawing upon Stepan’s approach in order to 
clarify the theoretical relationship between religion, secularism, and liberal de¬ 
mocracy. First, his thesis is theoretically very precise, in part because his defini¬ 
tions are plain and unambiguous. He begins with a clear description of liberal 
democracy that draws on Dahl’s idea of polyarchy, with added stipulations about 
civil rights protection and constitutionalism. He calls his definition a “core 
institutional ‘threshold’ approach to democracy” that affirms the obvious: that 
no societal group should be denied the right to participate in public affairs as long 
as it does so within the framework of the law and without violating the rights of 
others. This, he asserts, is the “minimal institutional statement of what demo¬ 
cratic politics entails and does not entail. No more, no less.” 102 

Building on this preamble, Stepan then focuses his analytical lens on the 
crux of the tension between religion and democracy. The root of the problem is 
trying to ascertain the “necessary boundaries of freedom for elected governments 
from religious groups, and for religious individuals and groups from govern¬ 
ment.” 103 Stepan locates these boundaries between church and state in the 
following area: 

The key area of autonomy that must be established for democratic 
institutions is that the institutions that emanate from democratic 
procedures should be able, within the bounds of the constitution and 
human rights, to generate policies. Religious institutions should not 
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have constitutionally privileged prerogatives which allow them 
authoritatively to mandate public policy to democratically elected 
governments. 104 

Stepan’s “twin toleration” approach, outlining the necessary boundaries of 
freedom for religious groups from government and for elected governments 
from religious groups, allows for “an extraordinarily broad range of concrete 
patterns of religion-state relations.” 105 This is the second advantage of Stepan’s 
thesis: its versatility, especially with respect to the role of religious groups in a 
liberal democracy. It allows them full participation in public affairs while 
clearly spelling out the theoretical limits of their political reach. This approach 
is particularly useful for democratic theorists when discussing emerging 
democracies in the non-Western world, where religious groups are often 
politically active and part of the mainstream of public debate. 

Finally, Stepan’s thesis is helpful because of the terminology he employs, 
or more precisely, does not employ. By using the term “twin tolerations” 
instead of “secularism,” he provides prodemocrats with a useful rhetorical 
device they can use to advance democracy while simultaneously shielding 
themselves from the charge of promoting alien ideas. This has special value 
in societies that are sensitive to the perceived threat of cultural imperialism, 
where terms such as “secular,” “secularity” and “secularization” have weak 
cultural roots and are often used pejoratively to criticize political opponents 
whose ideas allegedly lack cultural authenticity. 

In short, Stepan’s thesis on religion and democracy is perfectly suited for 
understanding the obstacles to and the path toward liberal democracy in 
Muslim societies. Having surveyed some of the relevant historical and theoret¬ 
ical background on secularism and its relationship to liberal democracy, the 
next chapter explores the unique history, background and political challenges 
facing secularism in the Muslim world today. 


Conclusion 

This chapter began with an attempt to define the concept of secularism. To 
reach this end the etymological and historical roots of secularism were inves¬ 
tigated. It was discovered that at a bare minimum, political secularism implies 
a firm yet undetermined form of separation between the realm of religion and 
the realm of government. While secularism does have European roots, this 
does not imply monism. There is more than one history of political secularism, 
and different models of it have emerged over time, principally a weak version, 
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which merely demands a separation of religion from the state, and a stronger 
version that insists on a more robust separation of religion from politics. These 
two distinct but related versions of political secularism were called “Anglo- 
American Secularism” and “French Republican Secularism.” It was also ar¬ 
gued that both models of secularism are a by-product of the unique history of 
the church-state relations and nation building experiences of these countries 
which emerged after a long period of experimentation, often accompanied with 
violence, conflict and acrimonious debate. 

Subsequently, the relationship between secularism and liberal democracy 
was explored. Contrasting perspectives from two prominent political philoso¬ 
phers, Alexis de Tocqueville and Richard Rorty, were examined. While both 
men have written insightfully and influentially on the topic—and agree that 
liberal democracy requires secularism—a deeper analysis of the precise rela¬ 
tionship and tension between secularism, religion and liberal democracy was 
sought in the writings of Alfred Stepan. His novel and groundbreaking theo¬ 
retical contribution argued that while liberal democracy necessitates a form of 
secularism, the boundaries between religion and state are much more flexible 
and fluid than is generally appreciated. He suggested that clarity could be 
gained by shifting attention away from the ambiguous and emotionally 
charged concept of secularism and replacing it with the term “twin tolera¬ 
tions.” The benefit of Stepan’s thesis is that it argues that there is more than 
one model of secularism that liberal democracy can accommodate. His theory 
has special relevance for emerging liberal democracies where religious groups 
are part of the mainstream of public debate and the question of religion’s role 
in the polis is a matter of ongoing debate and controversy. 

Equally important is Stepan’s point on the lessons to be learned from 
European history. He reminds us that European societies were not born with 
a secular proclivity embedded in their political cultures but rather a church- 
state separation needed to be democratically negotiated and socially con¬ 
structed around an emerging consensus over a long period of time. The 
“‘lesson’ [ for the development of liberal democracy] from Western Europe,” 
Stepan observed, “lies not in church-state separation but in the constant politi¬ 
cal construction and reconstruction” of the boundaries between religion and 
state. The versatility, nuance and theoretical depth of Stepan’s theory on 
religion and democracy, it was argued, have particular applicability to contem¬ 
porary debates on Islam, secularism and democracy in Muslim societies where 
these issues are currently being debated and contested. 
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Secularism and Its Discontents 
in Muslim Societies 

Indigenizing the Separation between Religion 
and State 


Those who thought that religion could be separate from politics 
understand neither religion, nor politics. 

—Mahatma Gandhi 

The main claim of this chapter is that the development of an indigenous 
theory of Islamic secularism will significantly increase the prospects 
for liberal democracy in Muslim societies. Building on the arguments 
of the previous chapter where the theoretical relationship between 
religion, secularism, and liberal democracy were examined, in this 
chapter the crisis of secularism in Muslim societies will be the focus. 

A broad set of arguments will be mapped out explaining why 
Muslims have compelling reasons to be skeptical toward secularism. 
Rejecting an Orientalist interpretation that locates the problem of 
secularism in the inner doctrines of Islam and the early religious history 
of the Muslims in Arabia, I argue that the modern period of Muslim 
history is a more appropriate place to investigate this topic. Specifically, 
the crisis of secularism in the Muslim world today is deeply connected 
to the failure of modernization programs and policies. In contrast with 
the West, where modernization is broadly associated with democracy, 
human rights, and pluralism—in short, social justice—in Muslim so¬ 
cieties, with a few exceptions, modernization has been synonymous with 
dictatorship, repression, and corruption—in short, social injustice. All of 
this is intimately connected to the colonial and post-colonial encounter 
between Muslim societies and the West, especially the role of the state in 
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being the primary vehicle where secular ideas, policies, and practices were 
promulgated. In light of this negative legacy associated with secularism, a seem¬ 
ingly irreconcilable paradox confronts Muslim democrats: on the one hand, 
liberal democracy necessitates a form of secularism to sustain itself, yet simulta¬ 
neously secularism suffers from ill repute. Where can one turn for answers and 
solutions to this dilemma? How can this paradox be reconciled? Answering these 
questions will be the focus of the latter half this chapter. I argue that a solution to 
the crisis of secularism in Muslim societies can be located in two separate areas: 
(i) understanding the different historical experiences between Europe and the 
Islamic world in terms of the relationship between a religious reformulation and 
political secularization, and (2) learning the lessons from recent political gains for 
democracy in Turkey and Indonesia. 

Approximately ten years ago, Abdou Filali-Ansary made the prescient 
observation that in contrast to Europe, where a religious reformation preceded 
and then led to secularization, in Muslim societies this sequence has been 
reversed. I will argue that this fact contributes significantly to explaining the 
weak intellectual roots of secularism in Muslim societies. State-led moderniza¬ 
tion from above has not been matched by a concomitant transformation of 
Muslim political culture from below, especially in crafting a normative rela¬ 
tionship between religion and government that is capable of supporting liberal 
democracy (i.e. at a minimum a soft form of political secularism). In exploring 
this point I will draw on the work of the eminent world historian and scholar of 
Islam Marshall Hodgson. He has suggested that the modernization of Muslim 
societies, in contrast to that of Europe, has been marked by a radical social and 
intellectual rupture with its past that has had profound consequences for the 
political development of the Muslim world during the twentieth century. 

Next, I will briefly explore recent gains for democracy in two Muslim 
countries, Indonesia and Turkey. I argue that these gains are directly attributable 
to the emergence of an indigenous theory of Muslim secularism. Muslim in¬ 
tellectuals and political parties from Indonesia and Turkey, with strong connec¬ 
tions to civil society, have managed to reconcile their political theologies with the 
concept of a separation of religion and state. An important reformation of Islamic 
political thought has occurred that is profoundly significant for the democratiza¬ 
tion of Muslim societies. This development has arguably sunk deep roots in the 
political culture of these countries, allowing Muslim political parties to play a 
leading role, not unlike Christian democratic parties in Europe, in the develop¬ 
ment and promotion of liberal democracy. I will suggest that the construction of 
an indigenous understanding or theory of Muslim secularism carries the added 
benefit of bringing new recruits into the democracy camp from previously 
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marginalized segments of society. This development bodes well for the long-term 
prospects of democratic consolidation in Turkey and Indonesia. 

This chapter builds on my earlier argument that because religion is a key 
marker of identity in Muslim societies, reconciliation between Islamic political 
thought and secularism is a necessary precondition for the consolidation of liberal 
democracy in these societies. Such reconciliation holds the prospect for a trans¬ 
formation of Muslim political culture, allowing religious groups to play a constru¬ 
ctive role in the development of democracy and the protection of human rights. 


Secularism and Its Discontents in the Muslim World 

Translating the term “secularism” is the first problem. There is no word in 
classical Arabic, Farsi, or Turkish that is exactly synonymous with “secular,” 
“secularity,” or “secularism.” Seyyed Hossein Nasr has written that “there is the 
word ‘urfi which refers essentially to law, dunyawi, which means this-worldly in 
contrast to other-worldly, and zamani which means temporal as opposed to 
eternal, but none of these has exactly the same meaning as secular.” 1 

An early illusion to the term was drawn from the Koranic word, dahr, 
whose semantic evolution came to refer to atheists. 2 This term was associated 
with Jamal Eddin Al-Afghani, a prominent late-nineteenth-century Muslim 
political activist who engaged in a debate on religion and science with the 
French philosopher Ernest Renan. Afghani wrote a famous treatise, originally 
in Persian in 1881, that became known in Arabic as Ar-rad ’ala ad-Dahriyin 
(Refutation of the materialists). 3 The immediate context was Afghani’s stay in 
India and his criticism of the modernization efforts of pro-British Muslims 
affiliated with Sir Seyyed Ahmad Khan (1817-1898). 4 The first Arabic transla¬ 
tion of this book came from the pen of his famous disciple Muhammad Abduh 
in 1885, under the title Risala ji ibtal madhhab al-dahriyyin wa-bayan mafasidi- 
him wa-ithbat anna 1 -din asas al-madaniyya wa ’l-kufr fasad al-‘umran (An 
Epistle on the Refutation of Materialist Thought and Demonstrating Its False¬ 
hoods and on Proving that Religion Is the Anchor of Civility and Its Absence Is 
the Reason for the Corruption of Civilization). A later French translation 
appeared in 1942 simply entitled Refutation des materialists. 5 

Afghani has been described as “a man whose life touched and deeply affected 
the whole Islamic world in the latter quarter of the nineteenth century.” 6 While 
he did not invoke the term “secularism” in his writings, nor was his immediate 
concern the relationship between religion and state, Abdou Filali-Ansary has 
suggested that given the stature of Afghani as one of the founding fathers 
of modern Islamic political thought, his attack on materialism was later equated 
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with an attack on secularism, so that the concept slowly became a bete noir of 
Muslim political activists during the late twentieth century. Arguably, this was 
because some of the arguments of the materialists in the nineteenth century 
(whom Afghani was critiquing), and proponents of secularism in the twentieth 
century, especially their critique of religion, were similar. Khaled Abou El Fadl 
suggests that a more accurate Arabic translation of the title Afghani’s famous 
treatise, observed through the lens of twentieth-century Muslim politics, would 
be A Treatise on the Refutation of Secular Materialism: Demonstrating the Critical 
Importance of Religion to Civil Societies, and Proving That Its Absence [Kufr] Leads to 
the Corruption of Civilized Societies . 7 

In short, choices in terminology bequeathed a legacy. When influential 
early modernist Muslim thinkers equated “nineteenth-century positivists with 
seventh-century opponents of the Prophet [Muhammad],” this effectively 
meant that from the beginning “secularism was seen as being intimately 
related to, if not the same thing as, atheism.” The result, according to Filali- 
Ansary, was a “large and enduring misunderstanding” of the topic of secular¬ 
ism in general in Muslim politics that lasts until today. 8 

The misunderstanding increased in subsequent decades when other Mus¬ 
lims, looking for a proper translation of the word “secularism,” chose ladini, 
which translates as “nonreligious” or “irreligious.” 9 A subsequent neologism 
was ilmaniyyah (from ilm, science) or almaniyyah (this-worldly) and came in 
response to the French word laicisme, which first appeared in the Muslim world 
at the end of the nineteenth century in the dictionary of a Christian Febanese 
scholar. 10 Thus, a binary opposition between Islam and secularism was created 
from the outset in the Muslim world that eventually left an imprint in the 
collective consciousness of Muslims. Filali-Ansary captures this legacy with the 
following summary: 

The feeling that has prevailed since then among Muslims is that there 
is a strict and irreducible opposition between two systems—Islam and 
non-Islam. To be a secularist has meant to abandon Islam, to reject 
altogether not only the religious faith but also its attendant morality 
and the traditions and rules that operate within Muslim societies. It 
therefore has been understood as a total alienation from the 
constituent elements of the Islamic personality and as a complete 
surrender to unbelief, immorality, and self-hatred, leading to a 
disavowal of the historic identity and civilization inherited from 
illustrious ancestors. It is worth noting that the vast majority of 
Muslims in the nineteenth century, even those who were part of the 
educated elite, lived in total ignorance both of the debates going on in 



SECULARISM AND ITS DISCONTENTS IN MUSLIM SOCIETIES 137 


Europe about religion and its role in the social order and of the 
historical changes reshaping European societies. They were not aware 
of the distinction between atheism and secularism. The consequences 
of this misunderstanding still profoundly shape the attitudes of 
Muslims today. 11 

The problems with secularism in Muslim societies, however, are far great¬ 
er than a matter of etymology and translation. They are rooted in the actual 
lived experiences of Muslim communities over the past two hundred years. 
The most politically salient part of this lived experience—what William She¬ 
pard has called “the dominating fact of life for the Islamic world”—has been 
“Western imperialism in its various dimensions, military, political, economic 
and cultural.” 12 The 2003 American-Anglo invasion and occupation of Iraq is 
the just the latest chapter in a long series of interventions that has drastically 
shaped the political and moral context in which debates on modernization and 
secularism have taken place. 13 As Muhammad Khalid Masud has noted in a 
recent scholarly contribution to this topic, “Muslim thinkers found it very 
difficult to understand new ideas like secularism in isolation from Christian 
(Western colonial) supremacy.” 14 

As we begin our investigation into the topic of secularism and its discon¬ 
tents in Muslim societies it should be recalled that in the West, the now 
harmonious accommodation between religion, secularism and liberal democ¬ 
racy was arrived at via an indigenous process of social transformation that took 
several centuries to work itself out. 15 Sometimes this process was bloody, often 
times it was violent. The important point to stress is that this process of 
negotiation and bargaining over the normative relationship between religion 
and state was organic to Europe and North America. It was not imported from 
the outside or imposed by force from above but rather it emerged organically 
from the bottom up. Any remaining tension between religion and government 
has now been institutionalized and a broad consensus exists on the basic 
framework of the debate and how conflict should be resolved. In Muslim 
societies, by contrast, the political manifestation of secularism was imposed 
from the outside via Western hegemony in the form of colonialism and 
imperialism and kept alive by local elites who lived their lives alienated from 
the religious sentiment of the masses. According to Vali Nasr, the role of the 
state was central to this development: 

In the Muslim Middle East and Asia, secularism was not a product of 
socio-economic, technological, or cultural change—it was not 
associated with any internal social dynamic. In fact, it was not even an 
indigenous force. Secularism was first and foremost a project of the 
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state—first the colonial state, and later the postcolonial state. It was a 
Western import, meant to support the state’s aim of long-run 
development. As a result, from the outset a religious-secular divide 
came to reflect the increasingly contentious relations between the 
society and the colonial state . 16 

While a comprehensive history of secularism and its discontents in the 
Muslim world remains to be written, the case of Iran during the twentieth century 
perfectly illustrates Nasr’s point. Similar developments have taken place across the 
Muslim world, with some variation, but the collective result and the lessons 
learned have been the same: the concept of secularism, as perceived by most 
Muslims, has been discredited and its image severely tarnished. 


The Postcolonial State and the Demise of Secularism: 

Lessons from Iran 

While Iran was never formally colonized, it has been referred to in the 
scholarly literature as a “semicolony.” 17 The description is a fitting one consid¬ 
ering the long history of foreign intervention and periodic military occupations 
of Iran, particularly during the first half of the twentieth century. According to 
Nikki Keddie and Mehrdad Amanat, “to discuss Iranian politics as distinct 
from Iran’s foreign relations is to imply an artificial separation between them. 
It must be borne in mind that the internal politics [of Iran]... were to a 
considerable degree controlled not only from behind the scenes... but even 
from beyond Iran’s borders.” 18 

The emergence of the modern state of Iran begins with the founding of 
the Pahlavi monarchy in 1925. Reza Khan (1878-1944), a commander of the 
imperial guard and Minister of War, consolidated power amid the chaos of 
tribal insurrections, Soviet and British penetration, economic decay and the 
corrupt rule of the decrepit Qajar dynasty. 19 Proclaiming himself the new king 
of Iran, he ruled autocratically while launching a massive modernization and 
secularization program that was comparable, though not identical to, that of 
Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk in neighboring Turkey. The infrastructure of a centra¬ 
lized and modern state, with new roads, railways, a modern education system, 
a bureaucracy, a banking system, and a conscripted army began to take 
shape. 20 The transformative effect of these policies was felt throughout Iranian 
society, but especially by the clergy, whose powers and privileges were signifi¬ 
cantly curtailed in the area of law and education. Commenting on the diminu¬ 
tion of the role of religion in public affairs, Karen Armstrong writes that “Shah 
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Reza Pahlavi would... not only equal but even surpass Atatiirk’s ruthless 
secularization.” 21 Gavin Hambly disagrees and notes that in “his dealings 
with the ulama, Riza Shah, contrary to what is often asserted, was quite 
circumspect, and there is no evidence that he ever considered launching an 
assault upon Islam such as Ataturk mounted in Turkey. He preferred to ignore 
rather than confront the ulama [clergy].” 22 The truth lies somewhere in be¬ 
tween. Pahlavi was forced to abdicate in 1941 by the Allied Powers because of 
his pro-German sympathies. He was replaced by his twenty-one-year-old son, 
Mohammad Reza Pahlavi (1919-1980), who continued his father’s moderniz¬ 
ing and secularizing policies, gradually at first but with more intensity and 
determination as he consolidated power. The key developments, however, that 
significantly affected the perception of secularism in Iran were to unfold after 
the 1953 coup d’etat that restored Mohammad Reza to the throne after he fled 
the country following a period of democratization led by the charismatic 
liberal-democratic prime minister Mohammad Mossadeq. At the time, the 
nationalization of the British-controlled Iranian oil industry, coupled with 
fears of a communist takeover, led to a joint CIA-MI6 coup that restored the 
young Pahlavi king to power and returned Iran to the orbit of pro-Western 
allies in the Middle East. 23 

The ruling ideology of the new Pahlavi order was not as dogmatically 
secular and overtly hostile toward religion as the Kemalist project in Turkey. 
Rather, the ideological orientation of the regime was based on a unique form of 
monarchial nationalism that viewed the nation as inseparable from the Pahlavi 
monarchy and the kingdoms that had preceded it. In the official pronounce¬ 
ments of the state, Iran’s Islamic identity was downplayed and its pre-Islamic 
identity elevated, specifically in terms of a glorification of ancient Persian 
empires, kings, and dynasties. 24 

The new regime that emerged in the aftermath of the 1953 coup resembled 
other postcolonial regimes in the Muslim world in its political authoritarian¬ 
ism, commitment to modernization, and secular developmental goals. Accord¬ 
ing to one Iran scholar, “as a generalization, it can be said that the phrase, 
‘L’etat, c’est moi’, accurately describes how the country [of Iran] was managed 
during this period.” 25 All independent political forces, from the communist left 
to the religious right, were crushed, and a powerful centralized state quickly 
established its hegemony over society. 

The pattern of state-society relations that unfolded in Iran in the ensuing 
decades was reproduced in other Muslim societies in the post-World War II era: 
an autocratic modernizing state, often with critical external support, suffocated 
secular civil society, thus forcing oppositional activity into the mosque, inad¬ 
vertently contributing to the rise of political Islam. 26 A set of top-down, forced 
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modernization, secularization and Westernization policies by the state—with¬ 
in a short span of time—generated widespread social and psychological alien¬ 
ation and dislocation. Rapid urbanization and changing cultural and 
socioeconomic relationships coupled with increasing corruption, economic 
mismanagement, rising poverty, and income inequality undermined the legit¬ 
imacy of the state. These developments reflected badly on secularism, since the 
ruling ideology of many postcolonial regimes in the Muslim world, Iran 
included, was openly secular-nationalist . 27 

Despotism, dictatorship, and human rights abuses, for a generation of 
Muslims growing up in the postcolonial era, thus came to be associated with 
secularism. Muslim political activists who experienced oppression at the hands of 
secular national governments logically concluded that secularism was an ideolo¬ 
gy of repression . 28 This observation applies not only to Iran but also to Tunisia, 
Algeria, Egypt, Syria, Iraq, Yemen, Turkey, and many other Muslim majority 
countries in the later half of the twentieth century. This point seems to be 
underappreciated by some scholars who write on the topic of Middle East and 
Islamic politics. John Waterbury, for example, has demonstrated sympathy for 
the polices of the Mubarak regime in dealing with its domestic opposition. In a 
widely cited essay on the prospects for political liberalization in the Middle East, 
he asserted: “it is not at all self-evident that repression will fail. Here too Mubarak 
has been exemplary .” 29 His overall discussion of democracy in the Middle East 
suffers from a secular and modernization theory bias such that he mistakenly 
assumes that the question of religion’s normative relationship with government 
has been democratically negotiated in Egypt and thus any public manifestation of 
religious identity in the public sphere is an abnormality and a threat to political 
development. In short, the Islamists are the problem, and the secularists are their 
potential victims, who face “immense risks.” The point that seems lost on Water¬ 
bury is that the secularists within Muslim societies are often allied with the 
repressive apparatus of the authoritarian state, thus delegitimizing them (and 
the perception of secularism) in the eyes of the rest of the population. 

Niliifer Gole develops this point further in the context of Turkey. She 
observes that contrary to the Western experience with secularism, in the 
Middle East, secularism “is not neutral and power-free.” 3 ° The authoritarian¬ 
ism of the colonial and postcolonial state, along with its secularizing policies, 
has made it an active and biased participant in the modern political history of 
Muslim societies. It has accumulated a track record, a list of failed policies and 
also a list of victims. Far from being neutral and democratic, the secular 
postcolonial state in Muslim societies and the elites that support it have 
generally bolstered authoritarianism rather than political liberty. “This fact 
explains why, contrary to common belief, the westernized elites in the Middle 
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East are very often not the most democratic,” Gole observes. 31 In contrast to the 
West, therefore, where secularism has historically been a force for political and 
religious pluralism, in Muslim societies, secularism’s legacy has been almost 
the exact opposite. Armstrong succinctly captures this key interpretive point 
when she writes that in “the West, secularization has been experienced as 
liberating; it had even, in its early stages, been regarded as a new and better way 
of being religious.” But in Muslims societies, “secularization was experienced 
as a violent and coercive assault. When later fundamentalists claimed that 
secularization meant the destruction of Islam, they would often point to the 
example of Ataturk.” 32 

The concept of secularism, therefore, has become highly politicized in 
Muslim societies due to the modern encounter between Europe and the Middle 
East in the form of colonialism and imperialism and subsequently to the 
behavior and failure of post-colonial regimes whose reigning ethos has been 
decidedly secular. According to Vali Nasr: 

Secularism in the Muslim world never overcame its colonial origins 
and never lost its association with the postcolonial state’s continuous 
struggle to dominate society. Its fortunes became tied to those of the 
state: the more the state’s ideology came into question, and the more its 
actions alienated social forces, the more secularism was rejected in 
favor of indigenous worldviews and social institutions—which were 
for the most part tied to Islam. As such, the decline of secularism was a 
reflection of the decline of the postcolonial state in the Muslim world. 33 


Contributing Factors 

One can add to this picture specific domestic and foreign policy positions 
adopted by prominent Western liberal democracies that have had a negative 
impact on Muslim sensibilities. Collectively, these policy positions have served 
to delegitimize the concept of secularism in Muslim societies. Consider the 
following examples. 

The fact that the West both loudly and proudly proclaims itself to be 
secular and is often viewed as propping up repressive regimes in the Muslim 
world has undercut any positive image of secularism. Arguably, the most 
dramatic example of this was the United States’ support for the Shah of Iran 
from 1953 to 1979. Strong French support for the Algerian military junta, 
especially in the aftermath of the aborted democratic process in 1992, along 
with uniform Western support in 2007 for Mahmoud Abbas and his secular 
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Fatah party in Palestine against the democratically elected Hamas government 
could be listed in this context as well. 34 

Similarly, the 2003 American-Anglo invasion and occupation of Iraq have 
further alienated Muslim societies from the West. 35 For example, two members 
of an American nongovernmental organization working on pro-democracy 
projects in the Middle East published a revealing opinion piece in the Christian 
Science Monitor after the ouster of Saddam Hussein, entitled “Even the Word 
‘Democracy’ Now Repels Mideast Reformers.” Their argument was that in the 
aftermath of the U.S. occupation of Iraq, even in previously friendly parts of 
the Middle East, a U.S. affiliation is now viewed as “radioactive,” and any ties to 
the United States “would damage the credibility of legitimate activists.” They 
observed: “on a recent trip to Syria, Bahrain, and Jordan, reformers told us, 
with great distress, they can no longer even use the words ‘democracy’ and 
‘human rights’ in their communities, let alone work publicly on U.S.-funded 
democracy promotion projects.” 36 

These views are corroborated by recent public opinion surveys among Jorda¬ 
nian students, whose government is the most pro-American in the Muslim 
world. When asked to form word associations with terms such a “democracy” 
and “terrorism,” almost half of the students surveyed connected the term “de¬ 
mocracy” with “colonization” or “killing,” while the most common responses to 
the term “terrorism” were “Israel,” “USA,” and “George W. Bush.” 37 

On a related point, the public debate in France on l’affaire du foulard has 
further eroded the reputation of secularism among large swathes of the global 
Muslim community. This was amply demonstrated in the lead-up to and imme¬ 
diate aftermath of the March 2004 law passed by the French National Assembly 
calling for a ban on clothing and insignia in public schools that “conspicuously 
manifest a religious affiliation.” Despite the official claims of neutrality, the 
legislation was aimed at Muslims. This was clearly evident from the fact that 
the public debate on secularism centered primarily on the hejab and Muslims, 
not the turban and Sikhs, yarmulkes and Jews, or crosses and Christians. 38 

Significantly, the moral justification for this law was based on the wide¬ 
spread belief that laicite was under threat and a new law was needed to bolster 
and protect French secularism. Public opinion in France strongly backed the 
new legislation, as was reflected in the final vote: 494 to 36 in the National 
Assembly and 276 to 20 in the Senate. This development and the news 
surrounding it were transmitted around the globe. In some Muslims countries, 
it even resulted in street demonstrations. 39 The message Muslims received 
from this series of events was unambiguous—“secularism” is a punitive ideolo¬ 
gy that works to the collective detriment of the human and civil rights of 
Muslims. 40 
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Finally, there is the topic of Muslim identity and secularism. A noticeable 
aspect of Muslim identity in the latter part of the twentieth century is that it is 
being constructed in relationship to, and in rejection of, the “West.” According 
to Khaled Abou El Fadl, “Islamic thinking ... has remained reactive ... [in] that 
it defines its position vis-a-vis democracy... or human rights, always with an 
eye toward how the other defines himself .” 41 Developing this thought further, 
he observes: 

In the age of post-colonialism, Muslims have become preoccupied 
with the attempt to remedy a collective feeling of powerlessness and a 
frustrating sense of political defeat, often by engaging in sensational 
acts of power symbolism. The normative imperatives and intellectual 
subtleties of the Islamic moral tradition are not treated with the 
analytic and critical rigor they rightly deserve, but are rendered 
subservient to political expedience and symbolic displays of power . 42 

He describes this condition and the identity that is constructed around it as 
resulting from the predominance of a “theology of power .” 43 He also notes that 
this new identity marks a radical rupture with the Islamic past and is “thor¬ 
oughly a by-product of colonialism and modernity.” The group of politically 
active Muslims that he is describing 

define Islam as an ideology of nationalistic defiance of the other, 
a rather vulgar form of obstructionism vis-a-vis the hegemony of the 
Western world. Therefore, instead of Islam being a moral vision given 
to humanity, it becomes constructed into the antithesis of the West. In 
the world constructed by these groups, there is no Islam; there is only 
opposition to the West . 44 

Tariq Ramadan makes a similar point in the context of the Muslim 
embrace of corporal and capital punishment that is mandated by Islamic law. 
In calling for a moratorium on these punishments, Ramadan noted: “The 
unilateral condemnations that we hear in the West will not help things evolve. 
For the moment, we’re living through exactly the opposite phenomenon: 
Muslim populations convince themselves of the Islamic character of these 
practices by virtue of Western rejection. The less Western it is, the more Islamic 
it is [perceived to be ].” 45 

These observations apply with special reference to the topic of secularism. 
For many Muslims, a rejection of the idea that religion and state should be 
separate has morphed into a core aspect of Islamic identity and is synonymous 
with one’s status as an authentically “good Muslim .” 46 When asked about the 
topic, Muslim activists will repeat this mantra as if it were a sacred equation 
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that is beyond dispute and inextricably linked to Muslim authenticity in the 
early twenty-first century. The evidence of this is easy to discern; one need only 
pay attention to how political Islamists, both Sunni and Shia, discuss—and 
subsequently dismiss—the topic of secularism. 


Political Islam’s Rejection of Secularism 

In his famous lectures on “Islamic Government,” delivered while in exile in 
Najaf, Iraq, in the winter of 1970, Ayatollah Khomeini observed: 

This slogan of the separation of religion and politics and the demand 
that Islamic scholars not intervene in social and political affairs has 
been formulated and propagated by the imperialists; it is only the 
irreligious who repeat them. Were religion and politics separate in the 
time of the Prophet.... Did there exist, on one side, a group of clerics, 
and opposite it, a group of politicians and leaders? ... These slogans 
and claims have been advanced by the imperialists and their political 
agents in order to prevent religion from ordering the affairs of this 
world and shaping Muslim society, and at the same time to create a rift 
between the scholars of Islam, on the one hand, and the masses and 
those struggling for freedom and independence, on the other. They 
have thus been able to gain dominance over our people and plunder 
our resources, for such has always been their ultimate goal . 47 

Khomeini’s successor, Seyyed Ali Khamenehi, has repeatedly echoed these 
sentiments during his tenure as the supreme leader of the Islamic revolution. 
In an address to the members of the Assembly of Experts, for example, he 
asserted that “colonialist powers have always advocated a separation of religion 
from politics,” adding that under the regime of the shah, “Iran experienced the 
secular form of government which brought wide-scale ethical corruption.” He 
concluded by noting that the “Iranian nation has established a religious- 
oriented government which, thanks [be to] God, has brought enormous social, 
political and administrative blessings so that the Iranian nation will never 
substitute the religious administration with a secular one .” 48 

Khamenehi’s counterparts in the Sunni Muslim world, even those of a 
relatively liberal Islamist persuasion, have similarly interpreted secularism 
very negatively. This is clearly demonstrated in their writings; they blame 
nearly all problems within Muslim societies on the forces of secularism. For 
example, Munir Shafiq, a Palestinian Islamist, writes in his essay “Secularism 
and the Arab-Muslim Condition” that “the trend in Islamic history, which 
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disrupted the relationship between religion and the state (and thus brought an 
end to the model of the [seventh-century] Rightly Guided Caliphate), bore the 
seeds of secularism in government.” In modern times it has been these “seeds 
of secularism [that have] germinated to produce despotism, injustice, immo¬ 
rality, misuse of public wealth, persecution of minorities and instigation of 
tribal and ethnic conflicts.” 49 

In a similar vein, the Egyptian Islamist Abdelwahab Elmessiri writes about 
how secular humanism in Europe and North America “has been dealt an almost 
deadly blow by two world wars, environmental disasters, the increase of some 
negative social phenomena (crime, suicide, pornography, teenage pregnancy, 
etc.).” On the other side of the Cold War divide, he observes, the “socialist illusion 
lies dead in the ashes of the Soviet Union and [with] its obituary writ large by the 
syndicates or organized crime that control many Russian cities.” All of these 
“ravages of secularism are now evident and its total reality is clearer than ever.” 50 

The roots of Sunni Islamist views on secularism can be traced back to 
Sayyid Qutb and Maulana Mawdudi, the two key theoreticians of modern 
Sunni political Islam. 51 More recently, representing a popular perspective, 
the influential A 1 Azhar University-educated cleric Yusuf Qaradawi, in a 
book revealingly titled ‘Al-Hulul al Mustawradah wa Kayfa Jaat ’alaa Ummatina’ 
(How the Imported Solutions Disastrously Affected the Muslim Community), 
has written that “secularism may be accepted in a Christian society but it can 
never enjoy a general acceptance in a Muslim society.... Secularism among 
Muslims is atheism and a rejection of Islam.” 52 

The Egyptian jurist and moderate Islamist intellectual Muhammad Imarah 
reaches a similar conclusion, although his views are more nuanced. “Secular¬ 
ism is not our preference for an option to progress,” he told a Beirut conference 
on Islam and Arab nationalism. “Those among us who are committed to 
secularism... are consciously or unconsciously imitators.” 53 In his book al- 
Almaniyya wa Nahdatuna al-Haditha (Secularism and Our Modern Renais¬ 
sance) he contrasts a utopian vision of Islam with a dystopian view of secular¬ 
ism, which he describes as an appealing yet flawed ideological system. He 
concludes that Islam is a superior alternative to secularism in large part because 
it is concerned with social justice and the public interest, while secularism is 
utilitarian and focuses on the narrow self-interest of individuals. 54 

Muslims in Southeast Asia discuss secularism in very similar terms. On 
28 July 2005, for example, the Indonesian Council of Ulama issued a series of 
fatwas, the most controversial and widely cited one being fatwa number 7, which 
condemned liberalism, pluralism, and in particular secularism. 55 Twenty years 
earlier, the respected Malaysian scholar Syed Naquib al-Attas published Islam, 
Secularism and the Philosophy of the Future, where he wrote: “Islam totally rejects 
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any application to itself of the concepts secular, or secularization or secularism as 
they do not belong and are alien to it in every respect.” 56 Invoking arguments 
similar to Yusuf Qaradawi, al-Attas argued that the very nature of Islam and 
Christianity are different, so that secularism could develop in one and not the 
other. He cited the absence of a revealed law in Christianity to explain why it was 
prone to secularization, unlike Islam, which is grounded in the Shariah and thus 
represents a more complete and self-sufficient system of belief. 57 

Similarly, in the summer of 2007, the deputy prime minister of Malaysia, 
Najib Razalc, emphatically declared that Malaysia was not a secular state but an 
Islamic one. “Islam is the official religion and we are an Islamic state. But as an 
Islamic state, it does not mean that we don’t respect non-Muslims,” he told 
reporters after officiating at the International Conference on the Role of 
Islamic States in a Globalized World in Kuala Lumpur. When asked by one 
reporter whether Malaysia was not seemingly moving toward being a secular 
state, Razalc fired back: “I have to correct you. We have never, never been 
secular because being secular by the Western definition means separation of 
the Islamic principles in the way we govern a country. We have never been 
affiliated with that position. We have always been driven by our adherence to 
the fundamentals of Islam. So, your premise is wrong.” 58 

These dismissive comments on secularism were similarly on display in 
post-Saddam Hussein Iraq. In the lead-up to the January 2005 elections and the 
ensuing debate on the founding principles of Iraq’s new constitution, the 
relationship between religion, state, and politics was extensively commented 
on by leading Iraqi political parties and religious figures. If there was one thing 
they could agree on, it was the complete rejection of secularism. Adnan Soli- 
man, spokesperson for the Sunni Congress, affirmed that separating state and 
religion is “against [the] Islamic culture we have been bred on.” 59 Sheikh 
Ibrahim Ibrahimi, representative of Grand Ayatollah Mohammad Ishaq 
Fayad, one of the four senior sources of religious authority (marja al-taqlid) 
who determine policy for Iraq’s majority Shia community, has made a similar 
claim: “all of the ulema... and the majority of the Iraqi people, want the national 
assembly to make Islam the source of legislation in the permanent constitution, 
and to reject any law that is contrary to Islam.” He added: “we warn officials 
against a separation of state and religion, because this is completely rejected by 
the ulema ... and we will accept no compromise on this question.” 60 

Iraq’s new president, Jalal Talabani, confirmed the pejorative status of 
the term “secularism” in Muslim political discourse. After publicly asserting 
“we the Kurds will never accept the establishment of an Islamic regime in 
Iraq,” he was asked if as an alternative he would support a secular political regime 
instead. He revealingly and sagaciously replied: “Yes, I will, but we do not use the 
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term ‘secularism.’ What we say is: a democratic, federal, parliamentarian, united 
and independent Iraq, which respects the Islamic identity of the Iraqi people.” 61 

Mahmoud Abbas, President of the Palestinian National Authority, made 
similar comments on an October 2007 trip to Malaysia. Speaking at a press 
conference in Kuala Lumpur, Abbas said: “I’m not a secularist. I’m a good Muslim 
and I don’t have to be with Hamas to be a good Muslim.” He added: “Even ifyou’re in 
Hamas, you’re not necessarily a good Muslim. I’m a good Muslim and if some 
people want to portray me as a secularist, it is up to them. But I’m not a secularist. ” 2 

Finally, arguably the clearest indication on the grim prospects for secular¬ 
ism in the Arab world was revealed in Iraq in the aftermath of the removal of 
Saddam Hussein. Against the backdrop of what was perceived by many Iraqis 
as the demise of secular Ba’athist tyranny, it was reported that the Iraqi 
Communist Party—now allowed to resume activity after years of suppres¬ 
sion—had adopted the politics of religion to spread its message. 63 So woeful 
were the prospects for secularism that they had no choice. We can conclude 
from the foregoing analysis that secularism is a deeply suspect concept in 
Muslim societies for the following reasons: 

• The early translation of the word constructed a dichotomy between 
Islam and secularism such that secularism was interpreted as 
synonymous with atheism. 

• Secularism as a political concept is intimately connected to 
authoritarianism because it was introduced into the region by 
colonial and imperial powers and subsequently tied to the 
developmental failures and repressions of the postcolonial state. 

• Particular domestic and foreign policies of leading Western powers 
have been perceived as negatively affecting the human and civil rights 
of Muslims (secularism in France, U.S. support for repressive 
regimes and intervention in the Middle East). 

• Muslim identity and debates on authenticity in the late twentieth 
century have been constructed in relationship to, and in rejection of, 
the secular West. 64 


Toward Secular Liberal Democracy in the Muslim World: 

Historical and Empirical Lessons 

What does the foregoing analysis suggest about the advancement of a demo¬ 
cratic theory for Muslim societies? At the beginning of this chapter I argued 
that liberal democracy demands a form of secularism; yet secularism has been 
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discredited in the Muslim world. Given this paradox, what are the prospects for 
advancing a secular liberal democracy in Muslim societies? Where can demo¬ 
cratic theorists turn for insight in reconciling this tension? 

One of the most insightful scholars writing today on the relationship 
between Islam and democracy is Abdou Filali-Ansary. In his article “The 
Challenge of Secularization,” written over a decade ago, he noted: “In the 
Muslim world, secularization is preceding religious reformation—a reversal 
of the European experience in which secularization was more or less a conse¬ 
quence of such reformation.” 65 Unfortunately, he did not expand on this 
insight. Doing so would have shed considerable light on two important sub¬ 
jects: (1) the symbiotic relationship between religion, secularism, and political 
culture, and (2) the way liberal democracy in Muslim societies can be ad¬ 
vanced. 66 

In the historical development of the West, a religious reformation preced¬ 
ed and then led to the onset of secularization. It is philosophically inconceiv¬ 
able to think of the emergence and spread of secularism without reference to 
the Protestant Reformation and the ensuing Wars of Religion that tore Europe 
asunder. 67 In the historical development of secularism in Europe, Martin 
Luther’s ninety-five theses (1517) preceded and indirectly led to Locke’s Letter 
Concerning Toleration (1689), one of the first theoretical and moral justifica¬ 
tions for the separation of religion and state in Western political thought. 68 
The reverse sequence would be difficult to fathom, primarily because the 
political culture in Europe at the time was unwilling to support the idea of a 
separation of church and state. 

Indeed, any religious innovation whatever, prior to the Enlightenment, 
was viewed with deep skepticism, in large part because religion was the source 
of moral authority. This is why Hobbes “was frequently attacked, in print and 
from the pulpit, for his supposed atheism, denial of objective moral values, and 
promotion of debauchery.” 69 At the start of his Leviathan, he anticipates that 
this will happen and that his fiercest critics will be upset primarily with his 
novel religious arguments, not his overt political ones. In his dedicatory epistle, 
he writes: “that which perhaps may most offend are certain Texts of Holy 
Scripture, alleged by me to other purpose than ordinarily they use to be by 
others.” 70 His new religious ideas were simply viewed as too unorthodox to be 
authentic, despite his clear commitment to Christianity. 71 

Recall also the discussion in Chapter 2 on the theme of a religious 
reinterpretation in the political theology of John Locke. In both of his major 
political tracts, Two Treatises of Government and A Letter Concerning Toleration, 
Locke’s political arguments—which had significant consequences for the de¬ 
velopment of secularism in the West—were preceded by a re-interpretation of 
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Christian doctrine. In the Two Treatises, the moral basis of legitimate political 
authority are relocated, away from the “Divine Right of Kings” (the focus of the 
First Treatise of Government), and newly situated in the “consent” of the gov¬ 
erned (the focus of the Second Treatise of Government). As we have seen in 
Chapter 2, in A Letter Concerning Toleration, Locke’s religious reinterpretation 
of Christian doctrine acts as a preface to his new conception of church-state 
relations where he diverges from the reigning Hobbesian consensus and 
argues that religious toleration is indeed compatible with political order on 
the condition that one can “distinguish exactly the Business of Civil Govern¬ 
ment from that of Religion, and to settle the just Bounds that lie between the 
one and the other.” 72 In other words, the normative relationship between 
religion and politics is first reshaped by Locke via a dissenting religious 
exegesis upon which a new conception of church-state relations is subsequent¬ 
ly built. The clear lesson from European history is that a religious reformation 
of ideas about government preceded the movement toward secularization 
and democratization. 73 

By contrast in the Muslim world, as Filali-Ansary has correctly noted, the 
reverse process has taken place—“secularization [has] preceded] a religious 
reformation.” This has had profound negative consequences for political de¬ 
velopment in Muslim societies. The introduction of secularism into the region, 
first due to the colonial encounter with Europe and secondly due to the 
modernizing and repressive policies of the post-colonial state, effectively 
meant that secularism in Muslim societies was a top-down process of state 
imposition, rather than a bottom-up process that emerged via an organic 
connection with civil society. 

According to Vali Nasr, the strong centralizing and authoritarian policies of 
the Turkish state under Mustafa Kemal Ataturk became “a model of state forma¬ 
tion in much of the Muslim world; Iran during the Pahlavi period, Arab nationalist 
regimes, Indonesia, Pakistan—all to varying degrees emulated the Turkish 
model.” 74 An integral part of this development scheme meant that “social engi¬ 
neering went hand in hand with the conscious secularization of the judiciary and 
the educational system, and with the nationalization of religious endowments, 
thus truncating the social political role of religion.” 75 Marshall Hodgson discusses 
this theme in his comparative treatment of the modernization of Europe and the 
Middle East. A critical difference he uncovers—which had serious consequences 
for political development—was that the Muslim encounter with modernity, unlike 
in Europe, has been marked by an “acceleration of history” that resulted in a 
radical rupture with the past. The tragic consequence of this development has 
been that modernization has not been accompanied by a parallel transformation 
of religious, intellectual, and political values on a mass level. 
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In his essay “Modernity and the Islamic Heritage,” Hodgson tells the story 
of nineteenth-century Egypt. In the aftermath of Napoleon’s occupation of 
Egypt (1798-1799), an Albanian officer of the Ottoman army, Muhammad 
Ali (1769-1849), seized power in 1805, destroying the old Mamluke military 
class and launching an extensive modernization program that transformed 
Egyptian society. 76 Due to his sweeping reforms, Muhammad Ali is credi¬ 
ted with being the founding father of modern Egypt. According to Hodgson, 
however, while Ali was successful in destroying the old traditional order 
and modernizing Egypt, “he found that the background of two centuries 
of steady social and intellectual transformation, which Western Europe had 
known, was totally lacking, and this lack restricted his ability to build 
certain narrow limits—limits then unfamiliar, but which were to become 
commonplace.” 77 

Muhammad Ali’s attempt to construct a new intellectual life for Egypt was 
embodied in the modern school system he established, modeled on the West¬ 
ern system, with an emphasis on schools of engineering and science. The 
results, according to Hodgson, despite noble intentions, had a “destructive 
aspect.” Over time, society became bifurcated between a small elite who 
were the recipient of a Western and secular education and the majority 
who were not. The first group “had no serious knowledge of the Islamic past 
of Egypt, and found little sympathy for—or from—the masses of their fa¬ 
milies.” 78 The second group, the recipients of a traditional education, “were 
left to support the cultural continuity of the land.” The final result, which has 
significantly influenced the contemporary debate on religion, secularism, and 
democracy, was “one group possessed of much modern book learning which 
alienated them from their own people and who knew almost nothing of the 
very religion they professed; [and] another group, increasingly incompetent 
custodians of that religion, who knew nothing of the intellectual springs of 
modern life.” 79 

Pressing his comparison further, Hodgson compares the social impact of 
Napoleon’s invasion of Germany (1813) with that of Egypt. The historical 
change that resulted “was no less rapid in Egypt than in Germany,” but the 
critical difference was that “while in Germany it made for a more vigorous 
economic, social, and intellectual life, the same world-historical events had 
largely contrary results in Egypt.” Hodgson explains that 

in Germany the innovations in administrative technique, in machine 
production, and the rest, if not quite so far advanced as in France or in 
England, nevertheless had been prepared by the gradual training of 
generations of former medieval clerks and craftsmen in more and 
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more technically-advanced ways—as had been the case in England 
and France themselves; for fundamentally Germany was part of the 
same general society as were England and France. In Egypt, on the 
contrary, the same events tended to destroy what craftsmen’s skill and 
what intellectual soundness had in fact existed there in the eighteenth 
century . 80 

Hodgson goes on to note that the “story of Egypt was repeated—usually 
rather less neatly, and in a wide variety of circumstances—among most of the 
lands of urban and literate civilization of the Eastern hemisphere.... a large 
proportion... [of which were] more or less Islamic .” 81 His radical rupture 
thesis—or, as he called it, the “drastic discontinuity” of Muslim modernity— 
has been discussed and argued by other scholars who have reached similar 
conclusions . 82 The key point here is that Hodgson’s analysis complements and 
confirms the views of Filali-Ansary that “in the Muslim world, secularization is 
preceding religious reformation—a reversal of the European experience in 
which secularization was more or less a consequence of such reformation .” 83 

While Hodgson does not explicitly refer to the relationship between reli¬ 
gious reformation, secularization, and democratization (he was a historian, not 
a political scientist), his statement that the Muslim world did not experience a 
“steady social and intellectual transformation” from below to match state- 
induced modernization from above is a reference to the underdevelopment 
of Muslim political culture. In other words, due to the absence of a religious 
reformation of the normative relationship between religion and government, 
political secularism has had weak intellectual roots in the Muslim world. 
Summarizing this thought, Nikki Keddie writes: 

the needs, first, of governmental self-strengthening and then of 
nationalist movements and states were the primary factors in 
secularist policies, changes and achievements. Although some 
secularist intellectuals and secularizing social trends existed in most 
of these countries before secularism was adopted by a twentieth- 
century movement or state, these were not the main forces in the 
decisions to adopt secularizing policies. In all the above countries, 
secularism was tied to nationalism, to modernization, and to the 
centralization of control [by the state] over politics, economic life, 
ideology, and society . 84 

This chasm between state secularism from above and the nonsecular politi¬ 
cal culture from below also explains, in part, why support for religious parties and 
calls for the establishment of an “Islamic state” have an appeal today. Except for a 
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minority of the population who have been the recipients of a Western 
education and have internalized a secular outlook, a significant portion of 
Muslim society today is responsive to political appeals that call for the 
integration of religion and state and a rejection of secular political principles. 
This is because the religious underpinnings that shape and inform Muslim 
political culture allow for it . 85 

While this is the pessimistic side of the story, the foregoing analysis 
simultaneously provides grounds for optimism, as well as suggesting the 
way forward. If a religious reformation can contribute to secularization—and 
by extension democratization—an appropriate question to ask is whether these 
developments are occurring anywhere in the Muslim world today. If so, where 
are they taking place and what lessons do they offer about ways to promote 
liberal democracy that might have an appeal across Muslim societies? Recent 
events in Indonesia and Turkey suggest an answer. 


Indigenizing Muslim Secularism and Advancing 
Liberal Democracy 

Two countries in the Muslim world where the prospects for liberal democracy 
seem brightest are Indonesia and Turkey. In recent years, both have registered 
significant gains for political development, despite their different historical 
experiences. This is reflected in the annual rankings by Freedom House, in 
which Indonesia and Turkey have registered some of the highest scores for 
political rights and civil liberties in comparison to the other members of the 
Organization of Islamic Conference . 86 What is relevant for this book is the 
correlation between the formation of Muslim political parties and the emer¬ 
gence of democratization and political secularism in these countries. This 
relationship has received little attention to date in the scholarly literature, yet 
by focusing on this connection it greatly illuminates our understanding of the 
theoretical relationship between religion, secularism, and liberal democracy in 
general and the obstacles to political development in Muslim societies in 
particular. While a comprehensive examination of the politics of Turkey and 
Indonesia is beyond the scope of this book the following brief comments are 
offered. 

One of the intriguing aspects of Turkish and Indonesian politics in recent 
years has been the central role played by Muslim intellectuals and political 
parties in advancing liberal democracy. This development on its own shatters 
one of the key assumptions of modernization and dependency theory—and the 
writings of many liberal philosophers in the West who have long maintained 
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that religious politics and political development are structurally incompatible. 
Critically, the same religious parties and groups have gradually reconciled their 
political theologies with secularism, thereby allowing themselves to make 
important contributions to the democratization and liberalization of their 
societies. In both Turkey and Indonesia, at the national level, calls for the 
creation of an Islamic state and the implementation of Shariah law do not 
have popular appeal, in contrast with other parts of the Muslim world. 87 An 
acceptance of pluralism, universal standards of human rights, and political 
secularism has flourished in recent years in these countries, significantly 
transforming their respective political cultures and orienting them in a liber¬ 
al-democratic direction. 


Muslim Secularism in Turkey 

One of the important aspects of recent gains for liberal democracy in Turkey is 
that this movement is being led by a political party whose roots lie firmly within 
the Turkish Islamist movement. 88 Recep Tayip Erdogan, the current prime 
minister and leader of the Adalet ve Kalkynma Partisi (AKP; Justice and Develop¬ 
ment Party), was himself banned from political office in 1998 and sentenced to a 
ten-month jail term for his Islamist leanings, yet today he is leading Turkey 
toward the very secular European Union. How did this happen? 89 

The story of Turkey’s struggle for liberal democracy is most instmctive. 
Officially, the country is a secular democratic republic. The version of secularism 
that was adopted by the founder of modern Turkey, and subsequently defended 
by the military and the Kemalist establishment, was a militantly antireligious 
version of secularism whose intellectual roots can be traced to August Comte 
(1798-1857), and the French concept of laicite. 9 ° The emergence of a series of 
Muslim-based parties, as political space has opened up, has dominated Turkish 
politics for the past twenty years. Despite repeated electoral victories, these parties 
have been banned, only to reappear again with new names and increased political 
support. They represent an important and heretofore marginalized political 
constituency in Turkey, and when judged in terms of their commitment to the 
principles of liberal democracy, revealingly, they have a better track record than 
their adversaries in the Turkish secular establishment. 

These contrasting orientations to liberal democracy were on display during 
the spring and summer of 2007. The ruling AK Party nominated its foreign 
minister, Abdullah Gill, as a candidate for president. Ahmet Necdet Sezer, the 
outgoing president and a staunch defender of Kemalist traditions, issued a 
series of dire warnings that the future of the country was at stake if the 
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government did not withdraw Gul's nomination. 91 These fears were echoed 
across the Kemalist establishment, particularly by the media. On 27 April 
2007, the general staff of the Turkish military released a statement that the 
New York Times described as a “thinly veiled threat’ against the democratically 
elected civilian government—a perception shared almost universally by out¬ 
side observers, given the long history of military coups d’etat in Turkey. The 
statement read in part: 

Recently the main issue emerging in connection with the presidential 
election has focused on a debate over secularism. This is viewed with 
concern by the Turkish armed forces. It should not be forgotten that 
the Turkish armed forces are partial in this debate and are a staunch 
defender of secularism. The Turkish armed forces are against those 
debates (questioning secularism)... and will display its position and 
attitudes when it becomes necessary. No one should doubt that. 92 

A series of public demonstrations followed. They were organized by main¬ 
stream secular parties, retired military officers, and various civil society associa¬ 
tions that self-identified with a Kemalist interpretation of secularism. Slogans 
were chanted against the AK Party, the United States, and the European Union 
and in defense of secularism. Some of the lead organizers came perilously close 
to welcoming the intervention of the Turkish military in politics. For example, 
on 30 April 2007, Turkan Saylan, president of the Association for the Promo¬ 
tion of Contemporary Living and one of the organizers of the demonstrations in 
the city of Samsun, released an open letter to Europe saying that the “Turkish 
public regards the army as those who come to their rescue at the time of 
earthquakes, floods and disasters.... it is not possible for either the EU or 
[the] US A ... to comprehend the bond of love and respect between the public 
and the army. However, the frequent intimidating messages of [the] EU about 
the army... is also a major factor in [the] Turkish republic distancing them¬ 
selves from EU.” She added that the “European Union must understand that 
the army, whose main task is to protect the secular republican order, has just as 
much right to voice its opinion as any NGO in the event of initiatives being 
taken that exploit children and are based on religious law and tolerated by 
people in positions of authority.” 93 The Association of Kemalist Ideology was 
another organization behind these mass rallies. Necla Arat, director of the 
Faculty for Systematic Philosophy at Istanbul University and a senior member 
of this organization, saw nothing unusual in the recent memorandum issued 
by the military. She noted that engineers, entrepreneurs, politicians, and in¬ 
tellectuals all express their opinions in public. “Why do we get jittery when 
soldiers express theirs?” she asked. 94 
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By the end of the summer, the forces of moderation, democracy, and 
political pluralism had prevailed. Bolstered by a strong economy, the AK 
Party won a landslide victory, securing 46.5 percent of the popular vote, the 
first time in fifty years that a ruling party was returned to power with a bigger 
share of the vote. This resounding triumph allowed Gul, a former Islamist and 
practicing Muslim, to become the eleventh president of the Republic of Turkey, 
ushering in a new era in Turkish politics. 95 

One of the important background developments that have significantly 
contributed to the process of consolidation of democracy in Turkey has been a 
gradual internal ideological transformation within religious-based parties and 
among Muslim intellectuals. These groups have effectively reconciled their 
political theologies with secularism, albeit a secularism of a different sort. 
While considerable tension still exists between the Anglo-American model of 
secularism (preferred by these groups) and the French model of secularism 
(which the Turkish military insists on), all mainstream expressions of political 
Islam in Turkey today have not only philosophically accepted the principle of 
the separation of religion and state but also reject the idea of the state enforce¬ 
ment of Shariah law and support Turkey’s bid for entry into the European 
Union. According to M. Hakan Yavuz, these developments have taken place 
because there has been an “internal secularization of religion” in Turkey. 96 

A healthy democracy, however, cannot rely on constitutions, legal safeguards, 
and politicians alone. Ultimately, the consolidation ofliberal democracy in Turkey 
will depend on the maturity of civil society. Turkish civil society in quantitative 
terms compares favorably with other postindustrial democracies. Ersin Kalaycio- 
glu’s survey of the existing data revealed that Turkey has approximately 56,000 
active voluntary organizations and 59,000 cooperatives. This translates into 
one voluntary association for every 543 citizens, a ratio similar to figures of 
those in the United Kingdom and Canada, where there are 436 and 429 citizens 
per voluntary organization, respectively. 97 

One influential civil society association is the Islamic-oriented Fethullah 
Giilen movement. The interpretation of Islam that guides this group is based 
on a reformulation of the teachings of Jalaluddin Rumi (1207-1273), Yunus 
Emre (1238-1320), and the writings of Said Nursi (1878-1960). It strives to 
promote an understanding of faith that is modern, democratic, and secular. 98 
According to Yavuz, the Giilen movement is the “most dynamic, transnational, 
wealthy and faith-based Islamic movement in Turkey.” It is completely auton¬ 
omous from state control, and “one of the main doctrines of this group is the 
idea that religious consciousness is formed and perpetuated through engaging 
in social practices and institutions.” Yavuz writes that “an examination of 
this movement reveals how new political and economic opportunities [have] 
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affected the internal secularization of Turkish Islam in terms of modernity, 
nationalism, and the global discourses on human rights.” 99 

The reach and popularity of the Gillen movement in civil society—mainly in 
the areas of education, the media, and the business community—is extensive, 
and the political theology of democratic secularism that has emerged from it has 
had an indirect and salutary effect on Turkish politics. Elizabeth Ozgdala suggests 
that notwithstanding the strong religious revivalist appeal of the Gulen move¬ 
ment, its sociological effect on Turkish society “actually leads to secularization 
(disenchantment).” Her argument is that in the same way leading strands of 
Western Protestantism in the nineteenth century contributed to secularization by 
virtue of their support for universal values and humanism, the Gulen movement 
is having a similar effect on Turkish Islam when viewed over the long term. This 
phenomenon is tied to the subtle way universal and humanistic values can 
undermine particular and parochial identities. “The followers of Fethullah 
Gulen may well be fervent believers. Nevertheless, the way in which they formu¬ 
late their mission—as a humanistic project—undermines their own theological 
foundation as Muslims—a development that has meant that the role of religion, 
Islam, has become destabilized.” 100 

Despite the Gulen movement’s preference for remaining aloof from poli¬ 
tics, it has not succeeded. The polarized nature of Turkey’s political landscape, 
with most of the conflict revolving around the role of religion in society, has 
forced an engagement, albeit a quiet one. To its credit, however, the Gulen 
movement has sought to act as a moderating and stabilizing force in Turkey, 
even when its own leadership has been targeted. 101 Yavuz notes that “Gillen’s 
neo-Nur movement has distinguished itself from other faith movements 
through its soft and conciliatory voice on the most hotly debated subjects, 
such as secularism, the Kurdish question, and the headscarf issue.” 102 Domes¬ 
tically, it has sought to play the role of a bridge-builder between rival political 
currents, and internationally it has been a strong supporter of ecumenism, 
crosscultural understanding, and peace. 

The charismatic leader of this movement, Fethullah Gillen (b. 1938), 
known affectionately as Hocaefendi by his supporters, has written extensively 
about his political and religious thought. “Islam does not propose a certain 
unchangeable form of government,” Gillen says; “instead, Islam establishes 
fundamental principles that orient a government’s general character, leaving it 
to the people to choose the type of government according to time and circum¬ 
stances.” 103 His interpretation of Islam is decidedly tolerant, pluralistic, mod¬ 
ern, and compassionate. According to Gillen, “Islam... upholds the following 
fundamental principles: 
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1. Power lies in truth, a repudiation of the common idea that truth 
relies upon power. 

2. Justice and the rule of law are essential. 

3. Freedom of belief and rights to life, personal property, reproduction, 
and health (both mental and physical) cannot be violated. 

4. The privacy and immunity of individual life must be maintained. 

5. No one can be convicted of a crime without evidence, or accused and 
punished for someone else’s crime. 

6. An advisory system of administration is essential.” 104 

Giilerfs views on secularism are worth noting as well. He was a signatory 
of the Abant Declarations, signed by leading Turkish secular and Islamic 
intellectuals in response to the crisis of religion and politics that gripped 
Turkey during the 1990s. The first statement issued by these intellectuals (in 
July 1998) was, understandably, entitled “Islam and Secularism.” It began by 
noting that “today, Turkey appears to be passing through a deep crisis tied to 
the axes of religion and secularism. As a group of Turkish intellectuals, we 
came together at Abant and concluded... [an] agreement regarding the follow¬ 
ing points.” 105 Ten points are listed in this declaration, but the ones that are 
significant for this discussion are those that refer to secularism.: 

Article 6: Within a legal framework, the state should be unbiased 
regarding religious beliefs and philosophical views. It should protect 
the citizens’ rights to believe or not believe and remove obstacles to the 
implementation of beliefs. Secularism is essentially an attitude of the 
state, and a secular state cannot define religion or pursue a religious policy. 
Secularism should not be used as a restricting principle in the 
definition and enumeration of basic rights and freedoms. 

Article 7: Interference in the lifestyle of citizens and sensitive points 
in this issue lie at the source of a number of current difficulties in 
Turkey. Secularism is not in opposition to religion and it should not be 
understood as interference in people’s lifestyles. Secularism should 
broaden the field of individual freedom. Especially it should not lead 
to discrimination against women, and shouldn’t deprive them of 
rights in public. 106 

In short, both at the level of state and society, mainstream Muslim political 
and civil society groups have reconciled their belief in Islam with political 
secularism. Whether this was for instrumental reasons or principled ones is 
superfluous—the outcome remains the same. 107 The reality in Turkey today 
is that a de facto Muslim theory of secularism exists that enjoys broad support 
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throughout the country. This Muslim form of Islamic secularism has allowed 
Muslim intellectuals, Muslim-based parties, and Muslim civil society groups to 
make an important and unique contribution to a process of democratic consol¬ 
idation that has few parallels in other Muslim-majority societies. In Indonesia 
a similar trend is visible. 


Soft Muslim Secularism in Indonesia 

Similar to other Muslim societies, Indonesia experienced an Islamic resur¬ 
gence in the final two decades of the twentieth century. This resurgence played 
a central (and often neglected) role in opposing the authoritarianism of the 
Suharto regime (1966-1998) and in the democratic transition that followed 
his ouster. In 1999, a Muslim cleric, Abdurrahman Wahid, became the first 
democratically elected president of post-Suharto Indonesia while Amien Rais, 
former chairman of one of the largest Muslim civil society organizations, 
became the new chairperson of the People’s Consultative Assembly. Muslim 
intellectuals, religious-based political parties, and Islamic civil society organi¬ 
zations have continued to play an active and constructive role in the process of 
democratic consolidation in Indonesia. 

One of the distinguishing features of religious politics in Indonesia—in 
contrast with other parts of the Muslim world—has been its tolerant, demo¬ 
cratic, pluralist, and secular orientation. Robert Hefner describes mainstream 
Islam in Indonesia as “civil pluralist Islam” that comes “in a variety of forms” 
yet whose main features are “denying the wisdom of a monolithic ‘Islamic’ 
state and instead affirming democracy, voluntarism, and a balance of counter¬ 
vailing powers in a state and society.” 108 Greg Barton adds that it is easy to see 
the social welfare role that Muslim civil society organizations play in providing 
health care, schools, and orphanages. What is less visible is how organizations 
such as the thirty-five-million-strong Muhammadiyah movement and the fifty- 
million-strong Nahdlatul Ulama organization—two mainstream Muslim civil 
society groups—play a critical role in “moderat[ing] public opinion, dampen¬ 
ing inter-communal conflict and promoting tolerance, socializing democracy 
and giving voice, and weight of numbers, to reformist aspirations.” 109 In 
recent years, both of these Muslim organizations have worked together for 
the public campaign against corruption, collusion, and nepotism while pro¬ 
moting a moderate, tolerant, and progressive version of Islam. 

The roots of Muslim secularism in Indonesia can be traced back to the 
period of Dutch colonialism and the struggle for independence. From the 
outset, the question of the philosophical basis of the new Indonesian state 
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was a hotly contested issue. One group of Indonesian religious nationalists, 
claiming that the overwhelming majority of Indonesians were Muslims, in¬ 
sisted that Islam be declared the official state religion. At one point in the 
constitutional debates they managed to include a phrase in an early draft that 
made reference to Shariah law. 110 They were opposed by a group of secular 
nationalists who wanted a separation of religion and state. This group was 
concerned, among other things, with the unification of the Indonesian archi¬ 
pelago and its possible breakup if one religion was given special recognition. 
The other broad political current at the time consisted of left-wing parties, the 
Community Party in particular, that envisioned a socialist state. To bridge these 
perspectives, Ahmad Sukarno (1901-1970), the champion of Indonesia’s inde¬ 
pendence struggle and its first president, developed the idea of Pancasila (five 
principles): (1) belief in one supreme God or monotheism, (2) a just and 
civilized humanism, (3) the unity of Indonesia, (4) democracy, and (5) social 
justice. 111 Since its proclamation in 1945, this framework has come to define 
Indonesian nationalism. Muslim parties were initially sympathetic to this 
compromise, but increasingly throughout the 1950s and into the 1960s they 
fought for greater explicit constitutional recognition of Islam and the merger of 
religion and state. 112 

In 1955, Muhammadiyah and Nahdlatul Ulama, the two largest Muslim 
civil society organizations, supported the inclusion of Shariah law in the 
Indonesian constitution. By 1999, however, after the ouster of Suharto and 
the transition to democracy, they opposed this measure. An important sea 
change had taken place in the interim." 3 While this transformation was 
initially theological, its political consequences for the struggle for democracy 
in Indonesia were profound. Gradually, during the latter half of the twentieth 
century, a reorientation of mainstream political Islam had occurred that in¬ 
cluded among its features the cultivation of a de facto theory of Muslim 
secularism. 

By the late 1960s, General Suharto had strengthened his authoritarian 
control over the country. With the doors on independent political activity 
closed, Muslim groups were forced to channel their energies inward. The 
focus of Muslim engagement shifted during this period from political Islam 
to what Azyumardi Azra has called “cultural Islam.”" 4 This consisted of a 
broad rethinking of the relationship between tradition and modernity, Islam 
and politics, and religion and state. Bahtiar Effendy writes that a new intellec¬ 
tual discourse emerged that focused on three specific areas: “(1) a reexamina¬ 
tion of the theological or philosophical underpinnings of political Islam; (2) a 
redefinition of the political objectives of Islam; and (3) reassessment of the 
ways by which those political ideals can be effectively realized.”" 5 This also 
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coincided with the reform and modernization of Islamic educational schools, 
the rise of a new middle class, and the sending of Indonesian students both to 
modern state universities and abroad for higher education, many of whom 
would return and make important contributions to the reformation of Indone¬ 
sian Islam. At the forefront of this intellectual transition were a group of 
Muslim intellectuals who were educated in both traditional Islamic schools 
and in modern secular institutions. The most articulate and prominent mem¬ 
ber of this new intellectual class was Nurcholish Madjid (1939-2005). 

If the measure of a man’s influence can be obtained from the reaction to 
his death, then Madjid was a tremendously influential man. When he died in 
2005, he was given a state funeral and buried in the Kalibata Heroes Cemetery 
in south Jakarta. The president, the vice-president, the speaker of the People’s 
Consultative Assembly, ministers, foreign diplomats, and hundreds of 
officials from different religious, political, and civil organizations attended 
the ceremony. Thousands of citizens also participated. The newspapers were 
filled with glowing obituaries, some noting that he had been “ahead of his 
time” and that rather than enriching himself or his family, he had educated 
“the nation with his intellectuality and honesty.” 116 President Susilo Bambang 
Yudhoyono issued a statement: “Today we are in mourning. One of our nation’s 
best sons and a great Muslim intellectual, who has enlightened the nation, has 
passed away.... He gave me strength to push for reform, to create good 
governance and eradicate corruption.” 117 Most studies on the intellectual his¬ 
tory of Indonesian Islam make reference to Nurcholish Madjid’s landmark 
“secularization” speech on 2 January 1970. 118 It marked a turning point in 
Madjid’s career, where he went from a student leader to a nationally recognized 
and controversial public intellectual. It also marked an important milestone in 
the development of a new Islamic liberalism that was to significantly contrib¬ 
ute to the transformation of Muslim thinking in Indonesia. 

At the invitation of several student organizations, Madjid was asked to 
prepare a working paper for discussion and debate. The occasion was an Eid ul- 
Fitr party, marking the end of Ramadan. As he recalled later, such occasions 
were regular occurrences and in the past had often involved “lengthy boring 
speeches containing nothing other than political demagoguery.” This time, the 
student organizers wanted to conduct a “free discussion about matters 
concerning contemporary Islam in Indonesia.” 119 

Madjid prepared a presentation entitled “The Necessity of Renewal of Islam¬ 
ic Thought and the Problem of Integration of the Islamic Community.” 120 He 
was under the impression this was to be a closed meeting for students, yet 
hundreds of people attended, and his paper was later leaked to the press and 
published. It sparked a huge debate, initially among student groups and later 
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throughout the country. Numerous essays, speeches, sermons, and two books 
were written offering a refutation of Madjid’s thesis. According to one account, 
“during the course of the 1970s no less than 100 polemical articles were pub¬ 
lished in newspapers and journals” in response to Madjid’s lecture. 121 

The speech began by pointing to a dilemma facing Indonesian Muslims: 
how can the reformation of Muslim thought be pursued while simultaneously 
preserving Muslim unity? A critique and reform of Islamic thought would 
undoubtedly provoke disagreement and disunity, when one group of reformers 
broke off from the rest. Nonetheless, this was a risk worth taking, Madjid 
argued, because Muslim thinking in Indonesia had become “fossilized and 
obsolete, devoid of dynamism.” 122 

There was a growing and new-found interest in Islam in Indonesian society, 
Madjid observed. He quickly qualified this observation, however, by saying that 
this should not be a cause for celebration among Muslims because what really 
mattered was not the quantity but the quality of believers. He ended the first part 
of his speech by calling for a “renovation of ideas” and affirming that a “renewal 
has to start with two closely related actions, that is, freeing oneself from tradition¬ 
al values and seeking values which are oriented toward the future.” 123 

According to Madjid, one measure of the intellectual lethargy afflicting 
Muslims was their inability to differentiate between values that were “tran¬ 
scendental from those that were temporal.” The core problem as he saw it was 
that “everything becomes transcendental and valued as ukhrawi [pertaining to 
the hereafter] without exception,” thus excluding it from critical scrutiny due to 
its alleged sacredness. The results of this general Muslim attitude “are most 
injurious,” he noted, because “Islam assumes the same value as tradition, and 
to be [normatively] Islamic is the same ... as being traditionalist.” Developing 
his critique further, he observed that the “glasses through which Muslims see 
the scale of values have made them unable to respond properly to the develop¬ 
ment of thought in the world today.” The “hierarchy of values is often the 
reverse,” he noted. Muslims, in other words, were intellectually unprepared for 
meeting the challenges of the modern world because they could not distin¬ 
guish between issues that were sacred (and off limits to excessive critical 
scrutiny) and those that were not. The solution he offered was the “‘tempor- 
alizing’, of values which are in fact worldly, and the freeing of the umma 
[Muslim community] from the tendency to spiritualize them.” He called for 
new creative thinking and the cultivation of a “mental readiness to always test 
and retest the truth of a value in the face of material, moral or historical facts 
[so this may] become a characteristic of Muslims.” 124 

In the next part of his speech, Madjid issued a clarion call for freedom of 
thought. He encouraged Muslims to develop the confidence to engage with 
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new ideas, however unconventional and controversial, and to support a general 
freedom of expression. Echoing John Stuart Mill, Madjid noted that “in the 
confrontation of ideas and thoughts, even error can be of considerable benefit, 
because it will induce truth to express itself and grow as a strong force.” 125 He 
called on Indonesian Muslims to link the “idea of progress” with “an open 
mental attitude, in the form of a readiness to accept and to take (temporal) 
values from whatever source as long as they contain truth.” 126 

Madjid’s lecture was grounded in a radical reinterpretation of two funda¬ 
mental Islamic principles: tauhid (the oneness of God) and khalifat al-Allahfi 
al-ardh (the notion that humans are God’s vicegerents on earth). From this he 
extracted the idea that only God is transcendent and divine and as a conse¬ 
quence everything in the earthly realm should be viewed as temporal and 
subject to criticism. To confuse the temporal with the transcendental or, 
worse yet, to assign divine attributes to the sphere of worldly activity is a 
theological contradiction. “For to sacralize anything other than God, is, in 
reality, shirk [polytheism],” Madjid argued which according to the Koran is 
“the highest wrong-doing” (31:13). Madjid thus called for an “an attitude of 
‘desacralizatiorf towards that which is other than God, namely, the world, its 
problems and values which are related to it.” 127 

One of the reasons this speech generated such controversy was because of 
the controversial terminology Madjid employed. Much of the polemics and 
criticism that followed his lecture centered on his usage of the term sekularisasi 
(secularization), which he referred to as a “liberating process.” 128 He was borrow¬ 
ing the concept from modern social science theory and specifically from the work 
of Harvey Cox, Talcott Parsons, and Robert Bellah. 129 Even though Madjid clearly 
distinguished secularization (as a sociological process that assists in a rational 
understanding of the world) from secularism (an ideology that is antireligious) in 
his landmark speech, this distinction and his broader intellectual point about the 
need for Islamic reform was lost on his critics. In his own words: 

By “secularization” is not meant the application of secularism, because 
“secularism” is the name for an ideology, a new closed worldview which 
functions very much like a new religion. What is meant here [by 
secularization] are all forms of “liberating development.” ... So, by 
“secularization” one does not mean the application of secularism and the 
transformation of Muslims into secularists. What is intended is the 
“temporalizing” of values which are in fact worldly, and the freeing of the 
umma [Muslim community] from the tendency to spiritualize them. 130 

What Madjid was trying to convey was that secularization is a process that 
leads to liberation of the mind from ideological constraints and thus allows for 
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a reevaluation of religious thought and practice. In this sense, it was a liberat¬ 
ing development. Secularism on the other hand was an alien ideology that was 
hostile to religion and should be avoided. 131 

The implications of Madjid’s theological reformulations were profound. 
His call for the “temporalizing of values” and the “desacralization” of worldly 
problems had clear implications for the question of religion-state relations. It 
effectively suggested that there was nothing sacred with respect to the concept 
of an Islamic state, Islamic political parties, or political ideologies that invoked 
the name of religion. All were subject to criticism and debate, and there was 
nothing divine or sacred about them. Both in his famous 1970 speech and in a 
follow-up lecture in 1972 in which he sought to clarify his earlier remarks, he 
criticized Islamic political parties and the notion of an “Islamic state,” denying 
that there was anything sacred about them and claiming instead that they were 
simply human constructs. With respect to Muslim political parties, Madjid 
invoked a set of words that have since become a catchphrase in Indonesia that 
embodies his political philosophy: “Islam Yes, Islamic Party N0!” 132 

The other important implication that flowed from Madjid’s thesis was that 
normatively Muslims should direct their commitments to Islamic principles 
and values, not to Muslim political parties or politicians. In other words, in the 
realm of politics, “the most important thing [is] not the form but the substance 
of the state.” 133 M. Syafi’i Anwar credits Madjid with contributing to the 
cultivation of a “substantive-inclusive approach to political Islam” that is in 
marked contrast to the “legal-exclusive approach” championed by Islamic fun¬ 
damentalists. The legal-exclusivist approach is philosophically scripturalist and 
believes in the integration of religion and state, the state application of Islamic 
law, and the necessity for Muslims to establish an Islamic state. The “substan¬ 
tive-inclusive approach,” by contrast, believes there is no clear political model 
that can be extracted from Islamic teachings. Moreover, the Qur’an is viewed as 
a book of “ethical and moral guidance for governing a polity, including how to 
achieve ethical justice, freedom, equality, democracy and other injunctions,” 
not a text that deals with the minutiae of political or social life. 134 In addition, the 
“substantive-inclusive” approach firmly rejects the ideas that Islam can be 
diminished to a single political ideology; that Islamic authenticity necessitates 
the creation of an “Islamic state” or that there should be an established state 
religion. In short, Madjid was articulating a vision of an Islamic humanism that 
emphasized ethics over the acquisition of political power. 135 

While Nurcholish Madjid was the most articulate proponent of these ideas, 
he was not the only one championing them. He was joined by a new generation 
of younger Islamic thinkers who came from similar backgrounds and were 
concerned with the same set of social and political questions. Prominent 
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names were Syafii Maarif, Dawam Rahardjo, Djohan Effendi, Harun Nasution, 
and Abdurrahman Wahid. I3<5 They all possessed solid religious credentials and 
had organic ties to civil society, which both contributed to the success of their 
ideas and gave their reformist political theology a broad exposure. According to 
Hefner, these Muslim intellectuals were successful in Indonesia partly because 
of the strategy they employed. 

Rejecting the scholasticism of classical jurisprudence, these writers 
kept Qur’anic knowledge at the center of their arguments. But they 
struggled to contextualize this knowledge through an eclectic 
exploration of other traditions and new intellectual paradigms. 

Western social science, classical Islamic scholarship, Indonesian 
history—these and other sources were drawn into the effort to create 
a new Muslim discourse of civility and pluralism. 137 

While these reformist Islamic ideas remain popular today in Indonesia 
and have taken strong hold within its political culture, they continue to meet 
opposition from radical jihadist and some Islamic fundamentalist groups. 
Furthermore, opinion polls consistently reveal that at the local level there is 
strong and arguably growing support for the application of Shariah law. 138 
These developments undoubtedly pose serious challenges to Indonesia’s dem¬ 
ocratic consolidation. 

What explains these contrasting political trends? While the roots of Islam¬ 
ic fundamentalism were examined in Chapter 1 in terms of the rise of Shariah 
consciousness, Farish Noor has situated it in the context of the failure of the 
existing civil legal system to combat corruption and injustice and to hold 
politicians accountable. As a result, people are starting to look for alternatives. 
For some, Islamic law serves as a panacea for solving social problems. He notes 
that “one of the main reasons Shariah ... [has] become so popular... is [be¬ 
cause of] the failure of the secular option itself.” 139 Azyumardi Azra, a leading 
Indonesian scholar and public intellectual, agrees. He similarly attributes this 
phenomenon to the “failure of the government to enforce the law,” adding that 
“as long as the government is... weak and indecisive, these groups will hold 
sway.” His recommendations are to strengthen the secular option as an alter¬ 
native to Shariah law. Specifically, “strengthen the state and good governance; 
secondly, enhancement of democracy and civil society; thirdly, reinforcement 
of law and order; and lastly, speeding up economic recovery.” 140 In the coming 
years the failure of good governance will pose a serious challenge to the future 
of political secularism in Indonesia. This observation applies to other Muslim- 
majority societies where the failure of secular governments is directly related to 
the popularity of an Islamist alternative. 
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At the moment, however, at the national level, support for political secu¬ 
larism remains strong in Indonesia. 141 One reason is because of the nature of 
Pancasila, which has helped reconcile the tension between religion and state 
and enjoys the support of mainstream Muslim groups in Indonesia. Azyu- 
mardi Azra calls Pancasila “religious-friendly secularism.” 142 While it clearly 
recognizes the importance of religion in public life, it does not single out one 
religion for special recognition. There are distinct parallels here with the 
Indian version of secularism, which Amartya Sen has described as a form of 
“secularism [which] demands that the state be equidistant from all religions— 
refusing to take sides and having a neutral attitude towards them.” 143 

The variant of secularism supported by Muslim political parties in Indonesia 
is a mild version of secularism, but it is strong enough to support liberal democra¬ 
cy. 144 While it recognizes a functional separation between religion and state, it also 
rejects the privatization of religion and instead encourages the participation of 
religious parties in the public sphere. The tolerant and inclusive orientation of 
mainstream political Islam in Indonesia prevents it from trying to impose one 
religious interpretation on society, and thus in a genuine Tocquevillian sense, 
religion both nurtures and sustains democracy and secularism in Indonesia today. 

In conclusion, the process of liberalization and democratization in Indo¬ 
nesia is incontrovertibly linked to the activities of Muslim intellectuals, Muslim 
political parties, and religion-based civil society groups. Like their counterparts 
in Turkey, they have developed a de facto theory of Muslim secularism while 
maintaining a commitment to the principles and rituals of their religion. This 
indigenization of secularism and the embrace of human rights is a key factor 
in explaining the contributions Muslim groups have made to the political 
development of their societies. In the process, an important political constitu¬ 
ency, with extensive grassroots support, has been brought on board the liberal- 
democratic train, thus propelling these two societies forward in significant 
ways that have few parallels in other parts of the Muslim world. While the 
discussion to this point has been limited to the case of Muslim-majority 
societies, parallel developments involving other religious traditions lend sup¬ 
port to the political relationship between a religious reformulation, secularism, 
and democratization that I am considering in this chapter. 


An Islamic Aggiomamento? Parallels with Catholicism 

In Samuel Huntington’s influential study on the “third wave” of democratization, 
he noted that one distinguishing feature was that it was “overwhelmingly a 
Catholic wave.” According to Huntington, “roughly three-quarters of the countries 
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that transited to democracy between 1974 and 1989 were Catholic countries.” 145 
This fact raises important questions about the relationship between Catholicism 
and democracy and the factors that contributed to the Catholic wave of democrati¬ 
zation in the late twentieth century. 

While the variables that contribute to democratization are always multiple 
and often have important socioeconomic origins, in keeping with this books 
emphasis on transformations in political culture and their effect on democratic 
development, a critical theoretical question emerges: did any significant 
change take place within Catholicism around the time of the third wave that 
affected the process of democratization in Catholic countries? 

In Jose Casanova’s retrospective reflections on this topic, he identifies a 
critical series of events that contributed to the third wave of democratization. 
These events were fundamentally related to the “official reformulation or 
aggiornamento of the Catholic tradition connected with the Second Vatican 
Council” in the 1960s. 146 This transformation of religious doctrine reconciled 
Catholicism with core aspects of modernity such as religious liberty, human 
rights, and democracy. A concomitant of this development was that it allowed 
the church to contribute to emancipatory struggles in Catholic-majority socie¬ 
ties for arguably the first time in history. 

Casanova reminds us that the Catholic Church’s contribution to democra¬ 
tization during the 1970s was a “historical first.” In the long struggle for 
democracy in Europe and Latin America, the Church was often allied with 
the authoritarian status quo, a point Tocqueville recognized in the early nine¬ 
teenth century. “Catholic groups in general had been almost consistently on 
the other side of the democratic barricades,” 147 Casanova forcibly observes. The 
reformulation of Catholic doctrine in the 1960s, he suggests, had a direct 
bearing on the struggle for liberal democracy because the forces for democracy 
and the Catholic Church were now marching in the same direction for the first 
time in history. 

Casanova identifies two key developments during this period: (1) the 
Second Vatican Council’s Declaration on Religious Freedom, Dignitatis Huma- 
nea, and (2) the Church’s appropriation of the modern discourse of universal 
human rights, beginning with Pope John XXIII’s encyclical Mater et Magistra 
(1961). 148 This marked a shift in Catholic doctrine with respect to modern 
concepts of human rights dating back to at least the eighteenth century, when 
Pope Pius VI condemned the French National Assembly’s Declaration of the 
Rights of Man. Throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the Cath¬ 
olic Church consistently opposed the advent of liberal democracy. In 1832, 
Pope Gregory XVI referred to freedom of conscience as “an absurd and 
erroneous opinion” while Pope Pius IX’s Syllabus of Errors (1864) condemned 
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the separation of church and state, religious freedom, “progress, liberalism and 
recent civilization.’’ 149 

Much of the theoretical groundwork for the doctrinal shift of the 1960s 
was undertaken earlier by Catholic intellectuals such as Jacques Maritain and 
John Courtney Murray. 150 One of the critical theological shifts that redirected 
the moral compass of Catholicism was the “transference of the principle of 
libertas ecclesiae that the church had guarded so zealously through the ages to 
the individual human, from libertas ecclesiae to libertas personae.” After this 
change, “the discourse on human rights [became]... central to the papal 
encyclicals and to the pastoral letters of national Conferences of Bishops 
throughout the world.” Casanova suggests that this doctrinal shift was a 
necessary precondition to a Catholic contribution to political development. 
Only “now could the church play a truly positive role in the constitution of 
civil societies and in the process of democratization throughout the Catholic 
world.” 151 

The second major development that influenced democratization during this 
period in Catholic societies was a shift in church-state relations. Two related 
events were observable: a “voluntary disestablishment from the state” by the 
Church and a general Catholic “disengagement from political society proper.” 
Despite the prominent role played by many Catholics during the third wave of 
democratization, this did not translate into calls for the establishment of Catholi¬ 
cism as the official state religion or spawn Catholic political parties. 152 A de facto 
secularization (of the weak variety described in chapter 3) of Catholic political 
thought can be observed during this time period. This realignment of church- 
state relations approximates Stepan’s concept of the “twin tolerations,” such that 
both religious groups and the state recognize the limits of their political reach and 
respect the minimum boundaries of freedom of action for both state actors and 
civil society that are required to sustain a liberal democracy. 153 

Casanova is quick to point out, however, that this voluntary de facto secu¬ 
larization of Catholic political thought did “not necessarily mean the privatiza¬ 
tion of Catholicism.” What it does suggest is that “this relocation [away from the 
state] is the very condition for the possibility of a modern public religion, for a 
modern form of public Catholicism.” 154 Casanova is suggesting that the theo¬ 
logical reconciliation of Church doctrine with the minimum core requirements 
of liberal democracy has enabled Catholic groups to play a more constructive 
role in the strengthening of liberal democracy and subsequent creation of a 
more just society. By virtue of their participation in efforts to shape public 
opinion on hotly contested moral questions, Catholic groups force “modern 
societies to reflect publicly and collectively on their normative structures.” 155 In 
this process, society is shaped by Catholics’ democratic participation in public 
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debate, while at the same time Catholics are forced to confront and come to 
terms with the difficult and complex questions modernity poses to religious 
groups living in a globalized and plural world. 

Returning to the link between religious reformation, secularism, and 
democratization, Casanova concludes that a comparison between Islam and 
Catholicism is instructive for understanding contemporary Muslim politics. 
Reminding us of the importance of a historical perspective when thinking 
about the relationship between religion and democracy, Casanova observes that 
Catholicism, like Islam today, 

was viewed for a long time as the paradigmatic antimodern 
fundamentalist religion. Catholicism served as the central focus of the 
Enlightenment critique of religion. It offered for centuries the most 
spirited, principled, and seemingly futile resistance to modern 
processes of secularization and modernization. It resisted capitalism, 
liberalism, the modern secular state, the democratic revolutions, 
socialism, and continues to resist the sexual revolution and 
feminism.... Every incrimination of Islam as a fundamentalist, 
antimodern and anti-Western religion could have been directed even 
more justifiably against Catholicism not so long ago. 156 

To speak, therefore, of a Catholic “essence” that was decidedly and forever 
antidemocratic and illiberal would be both historically false and analytically 
unhelpful. The same general analytical principle applies to the case of Muslim 
societies where “essentialist interpretations of Islam tend to preclude the 
possibility that contemporary Muslims may find their own models of Muslim 
aggiornamentos (they are likely to be plural), which like the Catholic one would 
offer viable responses attuned both to their religious tradition and to modern 
requirements. ” 157 

From the perspective of democratic theory, two critical questions emerge: 
(i) what changed inside Catholicism that had positive consequences for the 
development of liberal democracy? and (2) are similar developments occurring 
anywhere in the world of Islam today? Consolidating a core component of his 
argument, Casanova concludes: 

The swift democratization of Catholic countries following the Vatican 
aggiornamento demonstrates not so much the fact that at long last the 
Catholic Church gave up its traditional resistance to modernity, 
allowing democratization to proceed and thus, the final triumph of 
modernity over tradition, but rather the practical advantages that 
accrue when actors are able to offer traditional religious legitimation 
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for modern developments. The sacralization of the modern discourse of 
human rights by the church was the single most important factor in the 
mobilization of Catholic resources for democratization d 58 

Similarly, Casanova suggests, comparable trends are observable in Turkey, 
Iran, and Indonesia today. The sequence of religious transformation leading to 
a changed relationship between religion and liberal democracy is worth noting: 
a religious reformulation leads to a religious accommodation and reconcilia¬ 
tion with political secularism and universal human rights, thus lending critical 
support to democratization efforts on the part of religious groups who have 
previously bolstered authoritarianism. The same general process and sequence 
of events that occurred in the Catholic tradition during the 1960s and 1970s, 
seems to be repeating itself, approximately thirty years later, in several key 
Muslim societies. 159 


Conclusion 

This chapter was devoted to exploring the obstacles and challenges of 
secularism in Muslim societies. Rejecting an analytical framework that 
focuses exclusively on the inner political theology of Islam and early Islamic 
history, the crisis of secularism in Muslim societies today was attributed to 
several historical, political, and psychological factors. Most of them are a 
derivative of the colonial and imperial encounter between Europe (and later 
the United States) and the Muslim world in the previous two centuries. 
Secularism’s demise was also attributed to the failure of modernization 
paradigms that were imposed on Muslim societies by the elites who con¬ 
trolled the post-colonial state. Unlike in Europe, where the emergence of 
political secularism was tied to pluralism, religious toleration and political 
development, in the Muslim world, secularism has been associated with 
repressive regimes, failed development strategies, and foreign intervention. 
A central paradox confronts the democratic theorist: liberal democracy 
demands a form of secularism, yet secularism suffers from ill repute in 
Muslim societies. What is the way forward? The answer to this question 
shaped the last part of this chapter. 

New thinking on how political secularism can be advanced in Muslim 
societies can occur by 1) by studying the process of modernization in Europe 
with special focus on the symbiotic relationship between a religious reforma¬ 
tion and secularization and 2) learning the lessons from recent political gains 
for liberal democracy in Turkey and Indonesia. 
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A contributing factor to the emergence and acceptance of political secular¬ 
ism, on a mass level, is the reformation of religious thought. 160 This is one 
reason why secularism was successful in Europe. In other words, the connec¬ 
tion between the separation of church and state and the creation of a just 
society gradually came to be accepted for political reasons that were intimately 
tied to the Wars of Religion. In the Muslim world, by contrast, its political 
history has been significantly different. The colonial and post-colonial state 
imposed secularism on their religious societies from above, without the con¬ 
comitant emergence of a political culture that could sustain and support such a 
separation. Getting this sequence right (i.e. a religious reformation prior to the 
spread of secularization) will help to revive the prospects for political secular¬ 
ism in Muslim societies, with potential positive consequences for the develop¬ 
ment of liberal democracy as well. 

Recent developments in Turkey and Indonesia, which stand separate from 
the rest of the Muslim world in terms of recent gains for liberal democracy, 
provide evidence that this is possible. The advances in these two countries are 
directly attributable to the construction of an indigenous theory of Muslim 
secularism. Islamic intellectuals and mass-based Muslim political parties have 
played a leading role in advancing democratization and liberalization of these 
societies by engaging in reconciliation and embracing a home-grown version 
of Muslim secularism. This process of the growth and cultivation of Muslim 
secularism provides a potential model for other Muslim societies grappling 
with the difficult and emotionally charged relationship between religion, secu¬ 
larism, and liberal democracy. 



Conclusion 


This book has attempted to rethink the historical, theoretical and 
practical relationship between religion, secularism, and liberal de¬ 
mocracy. The contemporary politics of three countries in the Muslim 
world, Iran, Turkey, and Indonesia were briefly discussed to illumi¬ 
nate this relationship. The central problematic that flows from this 
inquiry and that this book has sought to explicate is that liberal 
democracy, as a modern political regime, requires a form of secular¬ 
ism to sustain itself, yet simultaneously the primary intellectual, 
political, and cultural resources that Muslim democrats can draw on 
are largely religious. A paradox thus confronts the social scientist. 
Unraveling this paradox had been the objective of the preceding 
chapters. 

Critically, this book has sought to undermine a long-standing 
and unexamined assumption in the social sciences that religious 
politics is structurally incompatible with democratization and 
liberalization. In the course of doing so, the following three broad 
but interrelated arguments were advanced. 

First, in societies where religion is the principal marker of identi¬ 
ty, the road to liberal democracy, whatever other twists and turns it 
makes, cannot avoid passing through the gates of religious politics. 
This claim runs counter to many of the core assumptions of main¬ 
stream social science theory, where the relationship between religion 
and liberal democracy is usually discussed pejoratively. A critical 
reexamination of the historical record, however, suggests different 
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lessons can be learned from the relationship between religion and democrati¬ 
zation, especially when viewed from what Fernand Braudel has called the 
longue duree (the study of history as a long duration). The prominence of 
religious politics in the public sphere, I have argued, forms an important and 
often neglected part of the history and struggle for liberal democracy that has 
been underappreciated by social scientists. Fundamentally, this is a problem of 
historical amnesia that needs to be overcome by those seeking a deeper 
understanding of both the relationship between religion and politics in general 
and the complicated politics of contemporary Muslim societies in particular. 

Second, I have not challenged the formula that liberal democracy requires 
a form of secularism. Flowever, I have advanced two qualifications. First, 
religious traditions are not born with an inherent liberal, democratic or secular 
orientation; these ideas must be socially constructed. In Akeel Bilgrami’s 
succinct formulation secularism “has to be earned, not assumed.” 1 Second, 
how secularism is earned and then indigenized as part of the political culture 
in an emerging democracy is a critical and often ignored part of the debate that 
deserves greater attention and research focus. I have argued that an emerging 
secular consensus is linked to a subtle transformation of religious ideas about 
politics that is often a by-product of an existential political crisis in which 
religion is deemed to be a source of political conflict. In order for secularism 
to survive over the long term as a key political principle and value of liberal- 
democratic politics, it must develop strong intellectual roots from within 
society in order to survive. In this context, religious groups can play an 
important role in the advancement of liberal democracy. In order for them to 
do so, however, they must develop a political theory of secularism that is 
compatible both with the core functional requirements of liberal democracy 
and their own political theologies. 

Furthermore, I have argued that there are different models of secularism 
that liberal democracy can accommodate. The literature on democratic theory 
is particularly weak in clarifying these various models, along with the precise 
relationship and parameters of coexistence between religious groups and state 
institutions in a liberal democracy. How secularism is defined is critical to 
expanding our understanding of this topic. I have argued that there is greater 
theoretical room and flexibility when discussing this subject than is generally 
assumed. What is fundamentally required is a critical reexamination of the 
relationship between political secularism and liberal democracy that is rooted 
in a critical study of history, comparative political theory, comparative religion, 
and political sociology. This reexamination is especially important in the 
context of advancing a democratic theory for Muslim societies, given the 
salience of religious parties and actors in the Islamic world today. 
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Finally, I have argued that a symbiotic relationship exists between a 
religious reformation and liberal-democratic development. While the first 
typically proceeds the second, they are deeply interwoven and interrelated 
processes. Understanding the connection between reformed religious ideas 
and democratization is especially important in societies dominated by an 
illiberal and undemocratic religiopolitical doctrine, in that it suggests a way 
forward. I have argued that political development does not require the privati¬ 
zation or marginalization of religion from the public sphere, but in order for 
religious groups to make a lasting contribution to democratic consolidation, a 
reinterpretation of religious ideas with respect to individual rights and the 
moral bases of legitimate political authority is needed. In short, the contribu¬ 
tion religious groups can make to the development of democracy is often a 
function of their ability to undertake some form of doctrinal reformulation in 
this direction. I have presented evidence to support this argument from the 
historical development of liberal democracy in the West (i.e. the Catholic 
tradition) and from emerging trends in the Muslim world today. 

Overall, I have argued that democratic theorists need to reexamine the role 
of religion in the social construction and development of liberal democracy. 
Doing so requires a rethinking of the concept of secularism more broadly, but 
this is especially required in the context of advancing a democratic theory for 
Muslim societies today. 

Chapter 1 established the relevant theoretical and historical background 
needed to contemplate this subject. Three separate but interrelated arguments 
were advanced. First, liberal political philosophers and modernization theorists 
have generally discussed the connection between religion and liberal democ¬ 
racy in ahistorical terms. Liberal philosophers have forgotten that religious 
discourse was often a precondition to the rise of an early modern public sphere 
and that in subsequent years the role of religion in politics was a major theme 
of public debate in many long-standing liberal democracies. More important, 
liberal political theorists have generally not pursued the question of how 
emerging democracies have agreed to democratically negotiate and bargain 
over the normative relationship between religion and government. Doing so 
would shed considerable light on the contemporary struggle for democracy in 
the Muslim world, where debates on democratization cannot be separated 
from debates on religion’s status in the polis. 

Development theory from its early inception suffered from a Eurocentric 
and secular bias, in both the mainstream modernization and neo-Marxist 
dependency schools of thought. In retrospect, part of the problem can be 
explained by an overdependence on nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century 
European thinkers such as Marx and Weber whose intellectual influence on 
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the nature and process of political development has been profound in the 
social sciences. By the early twentieth century, the high culture in Europe 
was thoroughly secularized, and thus a discussion of religion and political 
development was not central to developmental theorizing. It was assumed, 
mistakenly, that because religion’s normative relationship with government 
had been largely resolved in the West, this must also be true universally. This 
assumption has led to a deep structural bias in thinking about political devel¬ 
opment in non-Western societies, Muslim societies in particular. 

If one wanted to look to Europe for insight on this topic, a more appropri¬ 
ate place to turn is the seventeenth century, when the role of religion was more 
prominent in public life and philosophers such as Hobbes, Spinoza, Locke, 
and others wrote extensively on the theologico-political problem facing their 
societies. Development theorists and political philosophers interested in the 
relationship between religion and democracy are advised to focus on the early 
modern period of European history for insight and lessons to be learned that 
might have applicability in non-Western parts of the developing world, espe¬ 
cially in those societies that are in the early phases of modernization where 
religion remains a key marker of identity and a reference point for debates 
about religion-state relations. 

The second argument advanced in Chapter i pertained to the relationship 
between Islamic fundamentalism and modernity. I argued that political Islam 
is a far more complicated social phenomenon than is generally appreciated by 
social scientists. I focused on mainstream political Islam, not the extreme ends 
of the Islamist spectrum where Osama Bin Laden, the Taliban, and A 1 Qaeda 
are properly located. 

I have shown that radical religious politics has emerged in the Muslim 
world in the context of a rapid modernization process and the social upheaval 
that accompanied the breakdown and transformation of old religious and 
political orders. History has shown that the anxiety and psychological uncer¬ 
tainty that is unleashed during such a period often produces mass-based 
religious movements whose popularity is tied to the period of social breakdown 
and its reconstruction. During more tranquil times, the ideology of religious 
militancy loses it appeal in the face of more liberal interpretations of state- 
society relations. I suggested parallels between Islamic fundamentalism 
and English Puritanism, drawing on Michael Walzer’s Revolution of the 
Saints, a study of radical religious politics in early modern England. By analyz¬ 
ing the topic of Islamic fundamentalism historically and sociologically, rather 
than focusing exclusively on its doctrinal content, the links between radical 
religious protest movements and democratization over the long term were 
highlighted. 
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The political theology of John Locke was the main theme of Chapter 
Two. Locke was deliberately chosen because he is widely credited with laying 
out the blueprint for our modern conceptions of liberal democracy. What is 
generally not appreciated, however, in contemporary discussions of Locke, 
is the relationship between the religious underpinnings of his political philos¬ 
ophy and democratization. Investigating these underpinnings reveals that 
Locke’s reinterpretation of religious ideas with respect to government, along 
with a competition of “dueling scriptures” between himself and his more 
conservative critics were pivotal to advancing a new theory of state-society 
relations that today forms the bedrock of our modern understanding of liberal 
democracy. Parallels were drawn between Locke and Iranian reformist intel¬ 
lectuals’ use of a common strategy for advancing religious reform and reshap¬ 
ing political norms in deeply religious societies. Here I demonstrated how 
quasi-liberal-democratic ideas can be articulated among religious adherents in 
both Christianity and Islam. Highlighting the philosophical underpinnings of 
this position was the main point of Chapter 2. For this reason, the political 
theology of John Locke merited extended examination. 

Chapter 3 was devoted to an examination of secularism and its relationship 
to liberal democracy. I argued that secularism is an ambiguous concept that is 
open to several different interpretations. Politically, secularism suggests some 
form of separation between the realm of politics and the domain of religion, 
and this can lead to more than one political model that may be compatible with 
liberal democracy, I identified two secular liberal democratic models in the 
Western world: a religion-hostile French model and a religion-tolerant Anglo- 
American one. Both models, I argued, emerged as by-products of the unique 
political histories of these countries and their unique experiences with nation¬ 
building, particularly the evolving set of relations between church and state 
that were socially constructed over a long period of time, after often bitter, 
acrimonious, and violent conflict. 

Alexis de Tocqueville and Richard Rorty have both written influentially on 
the relationship between religion and democracy, yet they have arrived at 
contrasting positions on a potential religious contribution to liberal-democratic 
development. In seeking a deeper understanding of the precise connection 
between secularism and liberal democracy, I then investigated the work of 
Alfred Stepan and his concept of what he calls the “twin tolerations.” 

Stepan’s contribution is unique, in that he focuses on the precise institu¬ 
tional and constitutional relationship between secularism and liberal democ¬ 
racy. Agreeing with his analytical framework, I argued that there is 
considerable flexibility and versatility in a liberal democracy with respect to 
the boundaries between religion and government. Two lines, however, that 
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cannot be crossed are that a liberal-democratic constitution cannot give reli¬ 
gious organizations veto power over decisions adopted by democratic legisla¬ 
tures and the state cannot ban religious groups from political activity simply 
because they are religious. These “minimum boundaries of freedom,” which 
Stepan employs as a substitute for the term “secularism,” and which both the 
state and religious group must respect, are required for a healthy coexistence of 
religion and liberal democracy. I argued that due to the theoretical depth of his 
argument and the new terminology he employs (i.e. the “twin tolerations”), 
Stepan’s thesis has a unique saliency in both illuminating the theoretical 
debate on Islam and democracy and arming Muslim democrats with argu¬ 
ments and a strategy to advance the cause of democracy in their own societies 
where the question of secularism is a deeply contested one. 

Finally, Chapter 4 explored the current crisis of secularism in Muslim 
societies. It was attributed to several factors, the most salient being the actual 
“lived experiences” of Muslim communities during the twentieth century. Dur¬ 
ing this period, secularism became identified with the oppressive policies of the 
postcolonial state and the interventions of leading Western powers, both of whom 
have invoked secularism to varying degrees to justify their political behavior. The 
result has been a reaction and a rejection of secularism on the part of key 
constituencies in Muslim societies. Connecting secularism with the challenge 
of Muslim identity construction in the era of globalization, I argued that the 
debate on Islam and secularism has been further complicated by this process of 
identity construction, which rejects secularism as being, allegedly, inherently 
alien to notions of Muslim authenticity. Finally, and most critically, drawing on 
the work of Abdou Filaly-Ansary and Marshall Hodgson I identified the weak 
intellectual roots of secularism within the Muslim world as a key factor in 
explaining the weak receptivity to secular political principles among the masses. 

Lessons from recent political events in two Muslim-majority countries, 
Indonesia and Turkey, suggest a way out of the core paradox that sets the 
framework for this book: liberal democracy requires a form of secularism, yet 
Muslim democrats have to work within and draw on a political tradition that is 
rooted in religion. Events in Turkey and Indonesia reveal how Muslim political 
parties and Islamic intellectuals can contribute to liberal-democratic develop¬ 
ment. In both cases, democratic contributions have been achieved by Muslim 
political parties and intellectuals who have undergone a doctrinal shift and 
gradually developed an indigenous Islamic understanding of secularism that 
has embraced political pluralism, human rights, and the rules of democratic 
governance. This indigenization of secularism is a key feature of Muslim 
political movements in Turkey and Indonesia that sets them apart from the 
rest of the Muslim world. 
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The larger theoretical point to be learned from events in Turkey and Indo¬ 
nesia is that shifts in religious doctrine can contribute to political development. 
Such shifts do not require the privatization of religion; rather, recent empirical 
evidence has demonstrated that the use of religion in the public sphere, subject to 
constraints that Stepan has outlined, can significantly contribute to the develop¬ 
ment and consolidation of liberal democracy, especially in polities where religion 
is a marker of identity. 

In short, religion is a key and often ignored variable in the long and 
torturous struggle for liberal democracy that social scientists ignore at their 
own analytical peril. This book has attempted to highlight this critical interpre¬ 
tive point. 

In toda/s polarized world, where religion has increasingly become part of 
the domestic and international debate, a rethinking of long-standing premises, 
assumptions, and theories about the relationship between religion and democ¬ 
racy is needed. While these assumptions do not need to be entirely jettisoned, 
they do need to be critically reassessed and updated, in response to both the 
global rise of religious consciousness and new empirical evidence that demon¬ 
strates the positive contributions some religious groups have made to the 
development and consolidation of liberal democracy. 

Such a rethinking of old premises, assumptions, and theories is especially 
needed to help observers comprehend the vertiginous and seemingly incom¬ 
prehensible politics of Muslim societies today. A frequent obstacle one en¬ 
counters in seeking a deeper grasp of this topic is the problem of what I call 
“false universalisms.” What I mean by this term are misconceptions that arise 
from the tendency to assume that our historical experience in the West with 
social and political development is the universal norm and has been identical 
for the entire world. This is a special problem when considering the topic of 
secularism and religion-state relations more broadly. While crosscultural par¬ 
allels do exist, it is important to bear in mind that other religious traditions 
have had a different historical experience and memory with respect to the role 
of religion in public life, and it is precisely this memory and experience that 
shapes contemporary attitudes. 

Familiarizing ourselves with these different histories, memories, and 
experiences is vitally important in today's increasingly plural and globalized 
world. That said, however, a new history of religion-state relations is currently 
being written in several key Muslim countries that is markedly different from 
the past. This will undoubtedly shape the view of future generations who 
choose to investigate this topic and who might perhaps one day read this book. 
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